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Paramore and the pop—puné revival.

THE THEATRE
Samuel Beckett’s “Endgame.”

THE CURRENT CINEMA
“Knock at the Cabin,” “Godland.”

POEMS

“Wallace Stevens Comes Back to Read His Poems
at the 92nd Street Y”

“the blessings”

COVER
“New Tricks”

DRAVYINGS Amy Hwang, Liana Finck, P C. Vey, Carolita Johnson, Farley Katz, Evan Lian, Seth Fleishman,
Navied Mahdavian, Roz Chast, Paul Noth, Pia Guerra and lan Boothby, Teresa Burns Parkhurst,
Jeremy Nguyen, Edward Koren, Sofia Warren, Frank Cotham, Tommy Siegel, Maddie Dai, Johnny DilNapoli,
Zoe Si, Tom Toro, Jason Adam Katzenstein, Elisabeth McNair SPOTS Tomi Um



MEM
OO o
VE/ed7e ﬁﬂfz (7 7/ 44

AS FAITHFULLY
AS THE TIDES

Ocean Reef is more than a club,

it's family; a family that holds tradition,

privacy and belonging at its core.
That's why generations of Members

continue to connect and to enjoy
the countless amenities all within this

private club community.
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CONTRIBUTORS

Lawrence Wright (“No City Limits,”
2 34),a staff writer since 1992, is at work
on his forthcoming novel, “Mr. Texas.”
Leslie Jamison (“Not Fooling Anyone,”
- 26) has written four books, including
“The Recovering” and “The Empathy

Exams.” She teaches at Columbia.

Zach Heltand (Portfolio, p. 62) is a mem-
ber of the magazine’s editorial staff.

Mariana Enriquez (Fiction, p. 72) is the
author of “Things We Lost in the Fire”
and “The Dangers of Smoking in Bed,”
which was short-listed for the Inter-
national Booker Prize. Her latest novel,

“Our Share of Night,” is due out this

month.

Mark Strand (Poermn, p. 40), who died in
2014, was a Pulitzer Prize winner and a
former U.S. Poet Laureate, and began
contributing to 7he New Yorker in 1962.
His last book was “Collected Poems.”

Carrie Battan (Pop Music, p. 90) has
been contributing to the magazine since
2015. She became a staff writer in 2018.

Henri Cartier-Bresson (Portfolio, p. 62),
who died in 2004, was a co-founder of
Magnum Photos and the author of the
book “The Decisive Moment.”

Rebecca Mead (“The Merry Widow,”
P- 18), a staff writer since 1997, most
recently published “Home/Land.”

Bruce Handy (Shouts & Murmurs,
p. 25) is a contributing editor at Vanity
Fuair and the author of the children’s
books “The Happiness of a Dog with a
Ball in Its Mouth”and the forthcoming
“The Book from Far Away.”

Evie Shockley (Poem, p. 56) will publish
her fourth poetry collection, “suddenly
we,” in March. She teaches literature at
Rutgers University.

John W. Tomac (Cover) is an illustrator.
His work has appeared in the Wall Street
Journal, the Washington Post, the Bos-
ton Globe, and other publications.

Patti Smith (7he Talk of the Town, p. 17)
is a poet, a performer, and the author
of, most recently, “A Book of Days.”

THIS WEEK ON NEW YORKER.COM

THE INTERVIEWS ISSUE

A week of conversations with people of note. New pieces

publish daily, February 13th through 19th.

Visit newyorker.com/interviews and sign up to receive interviews as they publish.

CARI VANDER YACHT
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FIT TO PRINT?

I appreciated Rachel Monroe’s piece
about 3-D-printed construction, but the
idea that 3-D printing will solve the
homelessness crisis, as some of the sub-
jects of the article believe, seems to me
to be misguided (“Build Better,” Janu-
ary 23rd). The problem driving home-
lessness in the U.S. is not primarily one
of physical infrastructure—it’s one of
legal infrastructure, namely property
law’s indifference to whether owners
can leave property unused or vacant.
Apart from eminent domain or adverse
possession—which lead to costly, con-
tentious, and lengthy legal proceed-
ings—there are few legal mechanisms
to put these vacant homes to good use,
even though millions of houses across
the U.S. are currently sitting empty.
The Census Bureau estimates that,
as of 2021, roughly 2.7 per cent of all
housing units in the United States—3.8
million dwellings—were likely perma-
nently vacant. There are approximately
five hundred and eighty thousand in-
voluntarily homeless people in the U.S.
Even if each of them were to be placed
in one of these houses, we'd still have
more than three million empty homes.
That number far exceeds any conceiv-
able amount of new development,
3-D-printed or otherwise.
Jacob S. Sherkow
Professor of Law
Uniwversity of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign College of Law
Champaign, 1II.

As an architect, I read Monroe’s piece
with interest. I agree with Jason Bal-
lard, the founder of the startup that
Monroe focusses on, that concrete is
more environmentally sensitive than is
widely believed, but there are several
other issues with the material that make
it less attractive than Ballard avers.
First, concrete is not very effective at
reducing heat flow; phrased in the jar-
gon of construction, it has a very low
R-value. A six-inch-thick lightweight
concrete wall typically has an R-value of
one. By comparison, an insulated wood-

framed wall has an R-value of at least
fifteen. In California, where I practice,
and in many other states with similar
rules, a 3-D-printed exterior wall would
need several inches of insulation to meet
minimum standards. This would require
wood or metal framing to achieve a suf-
ficient depth, with drywall or another
finish to cover and protect the insulation.
Concrete is also particularly suscep-
tible to failure in seismic events. Almost all
concrete construction today is reinforced
with steel to give it the necessary tensile
strength. The labor-intensiveness of this
process drives up concrete’s installed cost.
Until these problems are solved, 3-D
printing will be of limited use in mak-
ing construction more affordable.
John Wyka
Santa Monica, Calif.

CLOSE READING

I enjoyed Merve Emre’s review of John
Guillory’s “Professing Criticism,” but I
disagree with her claim that “no reader
needs literary works interpreted” any-
more (Books, January 23rd). When 1
was an undergraduate student of com-
parative literature, in the early nineteen-
seventies, I was exposed to many differ-
ent ways of approaching a text, but my
greatest interest was in how a novel or
a poem “worked.” The methods of read-
ing and responding to literature, art,
film, and music that I derived from that
experience have continued to reward
me. Naive reading of a text (as when
one mistakes a narrator for an author,
the example that Emre mentions) can
lead to misunderstandings. Readers ben-
efit when they know how the difterent
qualities of a work—such as modes of
narration, point of view, irony, and tone—
affect its meaning.

Deborah Monahan
North Adams, Mass.

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

WAGNER

[LOHENGRIN

ON STAGE FEB 26-APR 1

Don’t miss the Wagner event of the
season when Lohengrin returns to

the Met stage in Francois Girard's

richly atmospheric new production,
conducted by Yannick Nézet-Séguin.
Tenor Piotr Beczata stars as the swan
knight opposite sopranos Tamara Wilson
and Christine Goerke.

metopera.org 212.362.6000
Tickets start at $25

Met
Ope'ra

PHOTO: PAOLA KUDACKI/MET OPERA
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GOINGS ONABOUT TOWN

Hip-hop was born at a back-to-school party in the Bronx, in 1973, when DJ Kool Herc used two turn-
tables to make the first breakbeat. To celebrate the culture’s half-century mark, the Museum at the Fashion
Institute of Technology presents “Fresh, Fly, and Fabulous: Fifty Years of Hip-Hop Style,” opening on
Feb. 8. The show includes some hundred garments and accessories, from yellow-nubuck Timberland
boots (favored by the legendary Notorious B.1.G.) to a red Kangol bucket hat (made iconic by LL Cool]J).

PHOTOGRAPH BY HANNAH WHITAKER
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As ever, it’s advisable to check in advance
to confirm engagements.

DANCE
New York City Ballet

Two programs alternate on the week of Feb. 7,
one of new and newish works, and the other
mainly of company staples by Jerome Robbins
and Balanchine. In the prior category, a new
ballet by Keerati Jinakunwiphat, a dancer with
Kyle Abraham’s A.I.M, set to a score by the con-
temporary Chinese American composer Du Yun,
shares a program with works by Alexei Ratman-
sky (“Voices”) and Justin Peck (“Everywhere We
G0”). And, in the latter, Robbins’s classic wartime
ballet “Fancy Free” and Balanchine’s spikily mod-
ernist “Episodes” bookend two shorter works.
Then the company launches into two weeks
(Feb. 15-26) of “Sleeping Beauty,” a jewel of the
nineteenth-century classical repertoire, in a re-
spectable, though insufficiently resplendent, 1991
staging, by N.Y.C.B.s former director Peter Mar-
tins. One of the highlights of the evening-length
ballet is a delightful Garland Waltz, composed for
scores of dancers (including kids from the com-
pany’s school) by Balanchine, in 1981.—Marina
Harss (David H. Koch Theatre; through Feb. 26.)

American Modern Opera
Company

The company performs the New York premiére
of Carolyn Chen’s “How to Fall Apart.” It’s a
multidisciplinary work for violin, cello, and
three dancers which incorporates text along-
side movement and music. It is also a medi-
tation on disintegration in many forms, from
the effects of aging on the body to the effects
of climate change on the planet. The L.A.-
based composer is known for her tendency
to combine everyday sounds (such as paper
being ripped) with traditional orchestral in-
struments. In Chen’s world, movement, music-
making, and the spoken word become one, each
element merging organically with the oth-
ers.—M.H. (Baryshnikov Arts Center; Feb. 10-11.)

Hubbard Street Dance Chicago

In its forty-fifth year, the company remains
one of the country’s leading repertory troupes,
fielding state-of-the-art dancers in on-trend
works. This visit to the Joyce is the first under
the artistic directorship of Linda-Denise
Fisher-Harrell, once a standout dancer with
the Alvin Ailey company. So far, no major shift
in taste is evident. The newest work is “As the
Wind Blows,” a pick-me-up piece by Amy Hall
Garner. Also on the program: a solo by Kyle
Abraham, duets by Spenser Theberge and by
Ohad Naharin (“B/olero”), and Aszure Barton’s
“BUSK.”—Brian Seibert (Joyce Theatre; Feb. 14-19.)

Kinetic Light

The innovative disability arts ensemble brings
“Under Momentum” to Lincoln Center. In
wheelchairs, Alice Sheppard and Laurel Lawson
move up and down a series of specially designed
ramps, playing with gravity, torque, and the
need for speed, sometimes upending themselves
and each other acrobatically. As with all Kinetic
Light performances, this one is robustly and

thoughtfully accessible, with A.S.L. interpret-
ers, audio descriptions, and much more.—B.S.

(Clark Studio Theatre; Feb. 17-19.)

“The Night Falls”

Not many choreographers collaborate with
fiction writers. But for this new dance-opera,
presented by Peak Performances, the Ballet Col-
lective choreographer Troy Schumacher and
composer Ellis Ludwig-Leone have teamed up
with Karen Russell. The setting will be familiar
to fans of her fiction: a Florida at once phantas-
magorical and kitschy. There, sirens beckon a
diverse group of sufferers, split into dancer and
singer selves, who tell each other their stories,
as in the Decameron, and find commonality
to resist the seduction of despair. Ludwig-
Leone’s ingenious, gorgeous score manages to
suggest both the siren song and its antidote.
Schumacher’s choreography, less convincingly,
makes empathy visible.—B.S. (Alexander Kasser
Theatre, Montclair, N.J.; Feb. 9-12.)

Rennie Harris Puremovement

“Rome & Jewels,” which débuted in 2000, was
Rennie Harris’s first full-length work. To call it
a hip-hop “Romeo and Juliet”—with the warring

families transposed into battling Philadelphia
gangs, via spoken word, b-boying, and d.j.s—
suggests its story, verve, and style but not its
imagination. Jewels, the Juliet figure, is invisible,
only implied, representing the elusiveness of love
as an escape from the aggression of the street.
Harris was figuring out how to extend into more
complex emotions and choreographic forms. A
restaging at the Joyce offers a chance to return to

his breakthrough.—B.S. (Joyce Theatre; Feb. 7-12.)

THE THEATRE

Colin Quinn: Small Talk

Colin Quinn has aged, delightfully, into his
grumpiness. He’s skeptical—can you believe
it?—about social media. He mocks his un-
tucked shirt and sneakers. “I'm an old man,” he
grumbles, “dressed like a twelve-year-old boy.”
Quinn’s beloved stage persona, tailored and
then washed soft by a million tour dates, is the
Brooklyn stoop philosopher, the Irish American
blue-collar sage. Cantankerousness is, there-
fore, what the audience has come to see. After a
decade of finely tuned comedy specials (filmed
for Netflix and HBO), Quinn’s comparatively

ON BROADWAY

In 1913, in Georgia, a Jewish factory manager named Leo Frank was tried
and convicted for the rape and murder of a thirteen-year-old girl who
worked for him. The case became a media magnet and fanned Southern
antisemitism; after Frank’s death sentence was commuted to life impris-
onment, a lynch mob hanged him from a tree. Decades later, this grisly
tale became the basis for the musical drama “Parade,” with a score by
Jason Robert Brown and a book by Alfred Uhry (a great-nephew of the
factory owner). The show opened on Broadway in late 1998 and lasted
just two months, but it retained a cult following and helped make Brown a
leading light of contemporary musical theatre. A Broadway revival, which
originated as a New York City Center gala presentation last year, begins
previews on Feb. 21, at the Jacobs, directed by Michael Arden. Ben Platt,
last seen weeping his way through “Dear Evan Hansen,” stars as Leo,

alongside Micaela Diamond, as his wife, Lucille.—Michael Schulman
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COUNTRY

Since winning the fourth season of
“American Idol,” the singer-songwriter
Carrie Underwood has stood as one of
country music’s most bankable stars, a
generational voice that is nearly synon-
ymous with “Sunday Night Football”
and the crossover single. “Cry Pretty,”
from 2018, made Underwood the only
woman to top the Billboard 200 four
times with country albums, in a run
marked by extravagant ballads and
woman-scorned kiss-offs. The pan-
demic years brought new ventures—a
Christmas record and HBO Max spe-
cial, a roots-gospel anthology, and a Las
Vegas residency. Last year, however, she
returned to her buffed country-pop
throne with “Denim & Rhinestones,”
a brassy arena album of roadhouse rock
fit for her show at Madison Square
Garden, on Feb. 21.—Sheldon Pearce

loose recent outing, directed by James Fauvell,
feels like a club set barely disguised as a show.
Though some of his observations sparkle, his
topics—the vanishing art of small talk (as a lu-
bricant for society) and how we use it to form (or
to fake) a personality—don’t give him much of
a spine for the evening. He seems to sense that.
One of his endearing qualities as a storyteller
has always been the way that he bum-rushes his
own punch lines, but this time his embarrassed
are-you-gonna-make-me-say-it delivery rushes
so fast the words collide.—Helen Shaw (Lucille
Lortel; through Feb. 11.)

Sugar Daddy

When people speak of theatre as catharsis,
they’re usually thinking of the audience. Not
Sam Morrison, whose standup-style “Sugar
Daddy” opens Off Broadway, after premiering
at last year’s Edinburgh Fringe Festival. He
welcomes the audience as his “grief group,”
explaining that talking about the still raw loss
of his boyfriend is easier onstage than off. It’s
mourning as comedy. “What is trauma but un-
monetized content?” he asks, jokingly branding
himself as an anxious, gay, Jewish diabetic. The
show’s title, it turns out, refers to a glucose
monitor that he wears, as well as to his dead
partner, an older man. The anxiousness surfaces
in Morrison’s occasionally stumbling delivery,
but his openness and wit more than offset it,
and ultimately his catharsis and the audience’s
laughter draw everyone together in tragedy and
comedy’s borderland, more commonly known as
life.—Dan Stahl (SoHo Playhouse; through Feb. 17.)

Without You

If you can tell me, without doing the math,
that five hundred twenty-five thousand six
hundred minutes make up a year, then you,
too, have probably heard “Seasons of Love,”
Jonathan Larson’s anthem from “Rent,” many,

many times. You hear it again in the beginning,
middle, and end of Anthony Rapp’s solo show,
which weaves together a song-filled account
of his coming to star in the groundbreaking
rock opera—he includes “Losing My Religion,”
which he sang at his audition, for example—
and of two losses that he suffered during the
musical’s rocket-like ascent. One of those be-
reavements is well known: Larson’s sudden,
fatal collapse, in 1996 —the other was the death
of Rapp’s mother, the following year. Some will
simply be happy to hear Rapp being vulnerable
and singing the familiar “Rent” hits again,
but he wrote about this difficult time more
wisely in his memoir of the same title. This
cabaret, directed by Steven Maler, is an odd
mix of fan service (he pauses for applause at
the news that Larson won a Pulitzer . . . nearly
thirty years ago) and mawkish self-regard—we
learn so little about his mother, we never even
find out her name.—H.S. (New World Stages;
through April 30.)

MUSIC
Codeine

Rock During its original incarnation, in the
early-nineties underground, the doom-laden
New York band Codeine issued two LPs, “Frigid
Stars” and “The White Birch.” Listen to Stephen
Immerwahr’s dour poetry, John Engle’s tolling
guitars, and Chris Brokaw’s glacial drumming,
and picture falling snow. The sound, which
typified the slowcore indie-rock subgenre, is
so chilling, precise, and beguilingly extreme—
shy, then crashing—that it recalibrates the vast
spaces around each inquisitive note. It becomes
an exploration of tone and tension, and a des-
olate meditation. Last year, a session recorded
in 1992, between the group’s pair of albums,
was unearthed by the Chicago archival label
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Numero Group and released under the title
“Dessau.” Codeine’s appearances this week mark

a rare opportunity to be blanketed by its austere
noise.—Jenn Pelly (Union Pool; Feb. 11-12.)

“Jungle Archive Collection”

DRUM N’ BAsS In the nineties, British drum-n’-
bass producers created so much music that a
good many tracks were waylaid—sometimes
pressed in tiny editions of twelve-inch acetate
that could withstand only a few dozen plays,
but never fully released. The two-volume
“Jungle Archive Collection” assembles nearly
four hours’ worth of these sorts of rarities,
culled from a handful of labels based in Bris-
tol—notably More Rockers, the imprint of the
compilation’s producer, Rob Smith. Unsurpris-
ingly, the results vary, from bare sketches to
blooming would-be anthems. But the ferment
that yielded this bounty brimmed with an ex-
citement that remains audible.—Michaelangelo
Matos (Streaming on select platforms.)

Kiwi Jr.

Rock Jeremy Gaudet, the vocalist helming Kiwi
Jr., sings with a disarming flair that’s simultane-
ously wry and vulnerable; his personality—an
instrument louder than the guitars and key-
boards—floods every corner of the Toronto
indie quartet’s recordings. Although his deliv-
ery bears more than a passing resemblance to
that of Pavement’s Stephen Malkmus, Gaudet
adds a nerdy twist, navigating an emotional
spectrum through a prism molded by pop
culture. On the recent “Chopper,” this fertile
band’s third LP since it débuted, in 2019, the
singer summons Julie Andrews, Outkast, “Para-
site,” and the Superman architect Joe Shuster to
evoke trepidation, nostalgia, envy, and elusive
sentiments that slip between the cracks. Where
the lyrics weave puzzles, Kiwi Jrs music cuts a
straighter line, with tightly designed pop songs
that seem to detonate in tiny private explo-
sions.—Jay Ruttenberg (Berlin; Feb. 10.)

New York Philharmonic

cLassicaL In the not-so-distant past, some of
classical music’s most central figures—Bern-
stein, Boulez, Strauss, Mahler—were compos-
ers who conducted; Esa-Pekka Salonen, whose
music swirls and shines in cryptic ways, main-
tains that tradition today. He leads the New
York Philharmonic in the U.S. premiére of one
of his own pieces, “Kinéma,” with the ensemble’s
principal clarinettist, Anthony McGill, as the
featured soloist. Berio’s blithesome arrangement
of Boccherini’s “Ritirata Notturna di Madrid”
and Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony fill out the
program, and after the run’s final performance
Salonen curates a late-night cabaret-style con-
cert in the company’s “Nightcap” series.—QOus-
sama Zahr (David Geffen Hall; Feb. 8-11.)

Dianne Reeves: “Love Is in the Air”

Jazz Authority may not be the spiciest ingredient
that a jazz singer can call on to flavor the pot, but
when you are in the presence of a genuine vocal
diva like Dianne Reeves, you gladly accept exper-
tise as its own reward. Reeves doesn’t embrace
radically uncommon repertoire and atypical
approaches, but you'd be hard-pressed to find
another jazz chanteuse with such commanding
technical resources or compelling interpretive
powers. She calls to mind old-school virtuosos

ILLUSTRATION BY AGNES RICART
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like Sarah Vaughan, and there are certainly worse
models; the performer takes control of a stage
and doesn’t let go until the final encore. Reeves’s
Valentine’s Day concerts bring out the romantic
in her, shading her extravagant gifts in warming
tones.—Steve Futterman (Rose Theatre; Feb. 10-11.)

ART

Myrlande Constant

Historically, the Haitian art of sewing drapos, or
vodou flags, was dominated by men. Enter Myr-
lande Constant, whose astonishing textiles are
on view at Fort Gansevoort through March 11.

In the early nineteen-nineties, the artist left her
job at a wedding-dress factory in Port-au-Prince
and took up the form—revolutionizing it in the
process. Constant adds beads to her composi-
tions, alongside the traditional sequins, using
a tambour embroidery stitch that yields both
unprecedented intricacy and pictorial depth.
You could say that Constant was born to the
practice she calls “painting with beads”: her
mother was a seamstress and her father was
a vodou priest. Now her children assist in the
production of her epic pieces, which can take up
to six months to complete. The nine-foot-wide
“Apres Gran Met La Fey Nan Bwa Se Tretmant
Yo Viy,” from 2022, pays homage to both the cer-
emonial and the secular sides of plant medicine.
With distinctions between so-called outsiders

IN THE MUSEUMS
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The heart of the exhibition “Deconstructing Power: W. E. B. Du Bois at
the 1900 World's Fair,” on view at the Cooper Hewitt through May 29, is
a selection of twenty of the remarkable infographics that Du Bois and his
sociology students at Atlanta University, in Georgia, made for the Paris
Exposition. In their hand-drawn diagrams (including “City and Rural
Population 1890,” from 1900, above), the collaborators found brilliant
ways to measure positive developments for Black Americans without
diminishing the scale of slavery’s horror. “Proportion of Freemen and
Slaves Among American Negroes” is among the most visually elegant
charts—and one of the most indicting. A graph, marking the decades
from 1790 to 1870 on its horizontal axis, presents a narrow strip of green
sky (indicating free people) above a mountain of black (representing those
who were enslaved), which reaches a stark drop-oft in 1865. A concurrent
exhibition, “Hector Guimard: How Paris Got Its Curves,” reveals the ways
in which the 1900 World’s Fair was otherwise a centennial shoring-up of
Eurocentrism and white supremacy, linking the data visualizations with the
simultaneously emerging aesthetics of Art Nouveau, as seen in Guimard’s
designs (most famously, the entrances to the Paris Métro). The connection
between brutal European colonialism and the decorative arts is highlighted
most acutely through the sinuous curlicues of the era. In Belgium—at a
time when the Belgians were committing atrocities in the Congo—the
ornamental S-curve was called “the whiplash line.”—Johanna Fateman
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and M.F.A.-minted insiders becoming increas-
ingly moot, Constant’s moment has arrived. Last
year, she was in the Venice Biennale’s acclaimed
exhibition “The Milk of Dreams,” and in March
she’ll be the first Haitian woman to have a solo
museum show in the U.S., at U.C.L.A.—Andrea
K. Scott (Fort Gansevoort; through March 11.)

“Edward Hopper’s New York”

It’s amazing to see, in this terrific show at the
Whitney, how Edward Hopper mined his rel-
atively narrow experience to produce works
that still feel wide-ranging and universal, if
only because loneliness is universal, and, for
Hopper, it’s what unites us as human beings,
if there is such a thing as unity. The premise of
the exhibition, curated with great intelligence
and care by Kim Conaty, is that New York was
the American painter’s primary muse. But it
took him a long time to figure out what he loved
most about her: not what was visible but what
wasn't revealed, her many absences. Hopper’s
New York is not a city that you can enter, or be
a citizen of, even when his paintings involve the
presence of other people, as does “The Sheri-
dan Theatre” (1937). The painting is a series of
brown and amber and yellow curves—railings,
light fixtures, and offstage spaces—that go up
and up to a balcony, perhaps, or to a celestial
realm? In any case, it is suffused with darkness.
Standing at the right of the frame is a female
figure looking at something we cannot see, and
though it’s one of Hopper’s more populated
paintings—there are three figures in the aisle to
her left—all we can discern, in that half-light, is
what’s not there. Maybe she’s watching a movie
set in New York? Perhaps a scene with lovers
in the park, or the city’s skyline, its buildings
filled with all kinds of people, bathed in moon-
light, alienation, and joy.—Hilton Als (Whitney
Museum; through March 5.)

Felix Gonzalez-Torres

Two of the four installations in this museum-
worthy exhibition (organized in partnership
with the Andrea Rosen gallery) were conceived
by Gonzalez-Torres in 1994-95 but never real-
ized until now—nearly three decades after the
Cuban American artist died, of AIDS-related
causes, in 1996, at the age of thirty-eight. One of
these works is “Untitled (Sagitario),” a stunning
architectural intervention: a pair of shallow
reflecting pools, each twelve feet in diameter.
(At first glance, they appear to be holes excised
in the gallery floor, an uncanny effect.) The
edges of the pools almost meet, separated by
a razor-thin membrane of concrete, conjuring
both a threat of contamination and a longing
for touch. In the other never-before-seen piece,
two side-by-side billboards face in opposite
directions, spotlit and accompanied by sound.
The front of each “performer” in this duo is
a photograph of a cloudy sky, dotted with a
single bird; their versos expose rough wood.
It suggests a grieving addendum to the art-
ist’s other, well-known public-art billboards.
“Untitled (Public Opinion),” from 1991 (on
loan from the Guggenheim), is a rectangular
floor piece made of seven-hundred pounds of
cellophane-wrapped black-licorice candies. As
with much of Gonzalez-Torres’s work, a range
of associations and emotions arise: glittering
carapaces, glamorous black-sequinned fabric,
minimalist art’s reliance on repetition, and the
site of a mass grave all come to mind.—Johanna
Fateman (Zwirner; through Feb. 25.)
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Cane River

This 1982 drama, long believed lost and redis-
covered in 2014, is the only feature by Horace
B. Jenkins, who died soon after its completion.
It’s centered on the romance of a young Black
man, Peter Metoyer (Richard Romain), a re-
cent college graduate and a poet who returns to
his family’s farm in rural Louisiana, and a local
tour guide named Maria Mathis (Tommye
Myrick), a twenty-two-year-old Black woman
who, desperate to escape small-town life, is
about to leave home for college. Maria comes
from a poor family descended from enslaved
Africans; Peter comes from a landowning Cre-
ole family (including mixed-race ancestors
who owned slaves), and their relationship is
strained by the groups’ long-standing social
differences. Their rides on horseback through
the countryside, their walks in town, and their
jaunts in Peter’s sports car have a hearty, sun-
drenched swing—but it’s a dialectical swing.
Jenkins’s spare, frank lyricism foregrounds
the couple’s tense, principled, and pain-filled
discussions about the traumas of history, the
weight of cultural memory, and the pressure
of racial injustice; he lends the intimate tale
a vast and vital resonance.—Richard Brody
(Streaming on Prime Video, Apple TV, the Crite-
rion Channel, and other services.)

Mikey and Nicky

Nicky (John Cassavetes), a small-time gang-
ster, is holed up in a Philadelphia flophouse,
hiding from a hit man. His lifelong friend and
Mob companion, Mikey (Peter Falk), shows
up to help him out—or to sell him out. In the
course of their apocalyptic overnight ramble,
the two men act out a lifetime of unresolved
passions, petty grievances, and buried aggres-
sions, with special attention to their harsh
and blundering relationships with wives and
lovers. This hard-nosed masterpiece, from
1976, was written and directed by the doyenne
of loopy comedy, Elaine May, who borrowed
the scarily intense and spontaneous perfor-
mance style of Cassavetes’s films to expose
the cruelty of their male bravado—the ugli-
ness of what his men do to women and what
his women take from men. Nicky, with his
sneering smile, scrambles all night long in
frantic terror and comic wrath; Mikey suffers
savagely from his own conflicting loyalties.
The wild emotional swings render the inev-
itable conclusion all the more shattering, as
the film lays bare the price of friendship and
the gall of betrayal. In May’s view, it takes a
real man to stop being one of the guys.—R.B.
(Screening Feb. 12 and Feb. 18 at Museum of the
Moving Image and streaming on HBO Max, the
Criterion Channel, Kanopy, and other services.)

The Tailor of Panama

John Boorman directed this messy adaptation,
from 2001, of the John le Carré novel. As Andy
Osnard, Pierce Brosnan plays an anti-Bond:
the spy who loves nobody except himself. He is
sent to Panama, where he recruits a local tailor,
Harry Pendel (Geoffrey Rush) —who, like so
many le Carré creations, has constructed the
story of himself to escape from a shameful,
secret past. On the evidence of Harry’s tips,
Osnard urges London and Washington to back

ON THE BIG SCREEN

There’s a wide variety of first-person films on display in BAM’s “True to
Life” series (running Feb. 17-23), and one of the most original of them
is Mlariah Garnett’s “Trouble,” from 2019. The title refers to the danger
that Garnett’s father, David Coleman, faced in the late sixties and early
seventies, amid the Troubles, in his native Belfast. Raised Protestant, the
teen-age Coleman was engaged to a Catholic woman; the couple was
the subject of a television news broadcast, leading to threats of violence
against him and prompting him to flee the country. Garnett travels to
Coleman’s adoptive city of Vienna to make this film about him. (For rea-
sons undisclosed, she'd never met him before.) Coleman, who's still bur-
dened by his bitter memories, talks with Garnett on camera—but, when
he refuses to join her on a trip to Belfast, the filmmaker, visiting sites of
her father’s youth, portrays him there in reénactments. Garnett delivers
her commentary, complete with stories of making the film, in the form of
subtitles. Using archival clips, documentary footage, and interviews, she
reveals the enduring fears and hatreds that threaten the peace in North-
ern Ireland and divide her extended family to this day.—Richard Brody

a democratic coup to the tune of several million
dollars. Almost no one in this picture is free of
corruption, whether moral, sexual, or financial;
the only virtuous character, Harry’s wife, Lou-
isa (Jamie Lee Curtis), is barely allowed room
to breathe. Boorman wants to turn the novel’s
rueful satire into something sharp and sweaty,
but the tone veers all over the place, and the
plot feels like reckless fantasy. With Catherine
McCormack as the target of Osnard’s lust and
Harold Pinter as Harry’s uncle Benny; indeed,
the film’s view of Central American politics
could hardly be more Pinterish.—Anthony Lane
(Reviewed in our issue of 4/2/01.) (Streaming
on HBO Max, Prime Video, and other services.)

To Leslie

Andrea Riseborough, in the title role, invig-
orates every beat of this heartfelt but hack-
neyed drama, about an alcoholic woman in
free fall. Leslie, who was the toast of her small
Texas town when she won a lottery jackpot,
drank it all away. With nowhere else to go, she

moves in with her grown son (Owen Teague)
in a nearby city, wrecks that relationship, and
lands back in her home town. Soon finding
herself friendless and homeless, she’s given
a room and a job by a kindly motel manager
(Marc Maron) and struggles to rebuild her
life. Riseborough makes a virtuoso display of
the script’s gamut of screen clichés, ranging
from loud aggression and wheedling sweetness
to humbled desperation and proud defiance;
flashbacks to better times offer her little to do
but whoop and holler. An array of stock charac-
ters—exasperated friends, mocking neighbors,
predators—is portrayed by a noteworthy cast
that includes Allison Janney and Stephen Root;
Andre Royo is relegated to a role of cartoonish
comedy. The director, Michael Morris, leaves
the actors no respite from his overbearing
emphases.—R.B. (Streaming on Prime Video,
Apple TV, and other services.)

For more reviews, visit
newyorker.com/goings-on-about-town
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TABLES FOR TWO

Urban Hawker
135 W. 50th St.

At the beginning of the Singapore ep-
isode of the Netflix show “Street Food:
Asia,” K. F. Seetoh, the Singaporean
curator of the new midtown food hall
Urban Hawker, sets the scene. “We've
got no language,” he says. “We don’t
have a national costume like all of our
neighbors. So nothing roots you’—big
pause for effect—"except for food.” This
tfood is defined not only by particular
dishes and styles of cooking (an eclectic
mix born of immigrants from all over
Asia and beyond) but also by where
it’s made: at hawker centers—open-air
food courts—which are collectively in-
scribed on UNESCO’s list of “the Intan-

gible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.”

Seetoh, a photojournalist and writer
who found his calling in starting what
he describes as a street-food-advocacy
company, was a friend and collaborator
of Anthony Bourdain’s, and a consultant
on a Singaporean-inspired food hall that
Bourdain was once planning. (It fell apart
before his death,in 2018.) Urban Hawker
(under the umbrella of the food-hall op-

erator Urbanspace) is an edited version
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of Bourdain’s grander, more international
concept: a collection of stalls imported
directly from Singapore, with some local
businesses thrown in.

As in Singapore, the menu at each
of Urban Hawker’s stalls is small and
specialized. Hainan Jones (co-owned
by Seetoh) offers little but Hainanese
chicken rice, one of Singapore’s most
ubiquitous dishes. Behind a narrow
counter, whole birds are poached in
chicken broth, then plunged into an ice
bath. The meat, carved into neat, juicy
segments, is served at room temperature
with hot rice (steamed in more broth
and seasoned with lemongrass, pandan
leaves, and ginger), plus cabbage soup and
condiments: a lime-garlic-ginger chili
sauce and a black-caramel soy sauce. It’s
easy to see why a Singaporean pastry chef
featured in “Street Food: Asia” describes
eating it every day for lunch and marrying
the man who served it to her.

The daily consumption of chili
crab, another Singaporean standard,
available at a stall called Wok & Sta-
ple, seems less advisable—not least
because a single Dungeness crab will
set you back about sixty dollars. As an
occasional treat, it’s delightful: a tangle
of legs, whose hard shells crack open
to reveal succulent meat, swimming in
a ruddy stew of sambal, tomato paste,
ginger, onion, and silky wisps of egg, to
be sopped up with sweet fried mantou,
tiny, fluffy buns with crackly, golden
exteriors. Flip over the crab’s enormous
carapace to scrape out the guts, which
taste like a tantalizingly funky sausage.
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At other stalls, you'll find wonton noo-
dle soup (Dim Sum Darling); biryani and
murtabak, a stuffed flatbread (Mamak’s
Corner); and curry rice with scissor-cut
fried chicken and fish-and-chips (Smokir’
Joe). None of those would quite draw
me back, but I'd certainly call again on
M. Fried Rice, especially for a version of
the eponymous dish that comes topped
with shrimp-paste-battered fried chicken.
At Prawnaholic Collections, I loved the
char kway teow—wide noodles, fish cake,
sweet Chinese sausage, shrimp, and mor-
sels of fried pork fat, all slicked in a sweet
soy sauce—and a soup crowded with
shrimp and silky, falling-off-the-bone
pork ribs, plus fish cake and egg noo-
dles, in a fragrant, cloudy broth. At Lady
Wong, an outpost of a New York-based
bakery, I was especially taken with the
rainbow kueh lapis, a beautiful steamed
Indonesian layer cake made with tapioca
and rice flours, coconut milk, and pandan
extract, the rare example of a whimsical
dessert that tastes as good as it looks.

The kueh lapis is a metaphor, perhaps,
tor Urban Hawker. You might mistake
it for any of the other flashy food halls
that have opened in New York in re-
cent years, which tend to feel corpo-
rate and forced, with a random mix of
stalls serving food that seems phoned
in, even from legacy restaurants. But
Urban Hawker, as a more effective ex-
pression of the essence of Singaporean
food than any single restaurant could
be, has a point of view, and that makes

all the difference. (Dishes $1.85-$59.80.)
—Hannah Goldfield

PHOTOGRAPH BY YUDI ELA FOR THE NEW YORKER; ILLUSTRATION BY JOOST SWARTE
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THE TALKR OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
HITTING THE CEILING

O nan August afternoon nearly twelve
years ago, Vice-President Joe Bi-
den strode out of a meeting with the
House Democratic Caucus to speak to
reporters. “If we had our way, and there
was a different circumstance in the Con-
gress, we would be talking, and should
be talking, right now about job-creation
issues,” he said. “But there is a sort of
Sword of Damocles hanging over every-
one’s head”—he swung a pen back and
forth to illustrate—"this is the debt limit.”
The G.O.P,, which had recently gained
control of the House, was refusing to
raise the limit, the legal ceiling on the
amount the United States can borrow,
unless there were substantial cuts to so-
cial programs. Markets had fallen on the
possibility that the nation would default
on its obligations, including paying the
interest on Treasury bonds—thus po-
tentially triggering a worldwide finan-
cial crisis. Biden had negotiated a com-
promise package with, among others,
House Majority Leader Eric Cantor
and Mitch McConnell, then the Sen-
ate Minority Leader, and in the end he
helped sell the resulting deal to those
House and Senate Democrats who saw
it as a surrender.

Biden is again at the center of a debt-
limit crisis; it’s a Washington drama
that seems to play on a loop. McCon-
nell is still around, too, though he has
ceded the negotiations to Kevin Mc-
Carthy, the new Speaker of the House,
who met with President Biden last
Wednesday. McConnell told reporters,
“We're all behind Kevin, wishing him

well.” For anybody who had watched
the protracted, humiliating spectacle
of the speakership election, that bit of
cheerleading sounded empty. McCar-
thy yielded power to the most extreme
members of his caucus; among other
things, they gained a greater ability to
block a deal.

In 2011, the talks were taking place
well after the Treasury had effectively
hit the ceiling, and was resorting to “ex-
traordinary measures’ to avoid a default.
These actions included delaying invest-
ments in federal employees’ pension
funds, but what they added up to was
grand-scale scrounging. (In 1953, during
an earlier debt-limit crisis, the federal
government sold oft gold coins and bul-
lion that were sitting in its vaults—the
change between the cushions of the na-
tional couch.) Similarly, Janet Yellen,
the Secretary of the Treasury, informed
Congress that the U.S. would be press-
ing up against the ceiling as of Janu-
ary 19th; it may be a few months be-

fore she has exhausted all the options.
From the point of view of other ad-
vanced economies, such maneuvers are
unstable and, fiscally speaking, pretty
weird. (There is always talk of minting
a trillion-dollar platinum coin to de-
posit in the government’s account at
the Fed.) As with so much in Ameri-
can politics currently, the emergency
has become deceptively familiar.

During the Trump Administration,
there were three suspensions of the ceil-
ing on the debt, which rose, during
those years, from about nineteen tril-
lion to twenty-seven trillion dollars (and
is now more than thirty-one). Repub-
licans, nonetheless, are again threaten-
ing to use the limit to break the econ-
omy if they don’t get what they want.
But in 2011 they at least had a rough
idea of what they were after. The cur-
rent G.O.P. cast is more akin to a room
of people shouting different and some-
times contradictory demands.

Some swear that they will protect
defense spending, but maybe not for
what Representative Jim Jordan calls
the Pentagon’s “woke policies”; Senator
Rand Paul, meanwhile, wants to take a
hundred billion dollars from the mili-
tary. Representative Anna Paulina Luna
wants a balanced-budget amendment,
no Social Security or Medicare cuts, and
no tax increases. (“Where there’s a will,
there’s a way,” she told NBC News.)
Twenty-four G.O.P. senators signed a
letter to Biden demanding unspecified
“structural reforms”; among the sena-
tors were newly elected Trumpists, such
as J.D. Vance and Ted Budd, who seem
to see the debt-limit fight as an ideo-
logical testing ground. One could be

THE NEW YORKER, FEBRUARY 13 & 20, 2023 13



forgiven for thinking that, for some,
economic chaos is not a risk but the
goal. Representative Greg Pence (the
former Vice-President’s brother) told
CNN that he wouldn’t vote to raise the
limit even if he got everything he wanted.
Representative Chip Roy thinks that
the debt limit shouldn’t be raised until
all asylum seekers can be kept in de-
tention centers.

What’s remarkable, given that the
Republicans are basically brainstorm-
ing a ransom letter, is how often they
insert notes of fiscal sanctimony. “The
debt ceiling is literally the nation’s credit
card—it’s got a maximum,” Represen-
tative Steve Scalise said. It is literally
not the nation’s credit card. When a card
is maxed out, you can't keep ordering
goods and services, but Congress can,
and does. The Treasury is not exceed-
ing the debt limit because it has gone
on a rogue shopping spree; it is trying
to cover the spending that Congress has

already approved. A better analogy would
be someone who, faced with financial
commitments—utilities, rent, child sup-
port—simply decides not to pay.

One distinctive, and alarming, as-
pect of the current crisis is the insis-
tence in Republican circles that a ver-
sion of this scenario might be just fine.
The euphemism for this position is
“payment prioritization.” The idea is
that the Treasury can delay the global-
financial-collapse moment by paying
only the interest on its bonds and ig-
noring its other bills—such as salaries
for soldiers, Social Security payments,
and school lunches. There are techni-
cal problems with this scheme: the Trea-
sury’s payment system is not reliably
set up to stop some checks and not oth-
ers, and it may not even have the legal
power to do so. There are also obvious
political and moral issues involved in
deciding which payments are most im-
portant. But the idea itself is a fantasy.

It’s not as though international mar-
kets would fail to notice that the U.S.
was no longer standing by its non-bond
financial obligations. Any lapse in pay-
ments, Yellen said, “is effectively a de-
fault.” And, at some point, the money
still runs out.

A number of Republican lawmakers
have referred to the limit as “leverage,”
which amounts to an admission that
they believe they are owed some kind
of tribute in lieu of a default. High-
stakes blackmail requires party disci-
pline, however, and the G.O.P.leader-
ship has not shown that it can exert
such control when it needs to. The
question about our perennial debt-
ceiling crisis might remain tediously
the same: Is the G.O.P. really reckless
enough to go through with its threats?
This time, though, there’s a different
Republican Party, and there may be a
different answer.

—Amy Davidson Sorkin

LOS ANGELES POSTCARD
PRAYERS FOR PUTIN

he other day, Nadya Tolokonnikova,
a founder of the feminist art col-
lective Pussy Riot—known for festive
candy-colored balaclavas and for spir-
ited opposition to Vladimir Putin—was
in L.A. for a performance and the open-
ing of the group’s first solo show, at Jet-
frey Deitch Gallery. Tolokonnikova,
who is, according to Putin’s Justice Min-
istry, a foreign agent, strives for geo-
anonymity. She said, “I cannot tell you
any details of my recent moves around
the territory of the Earth.I cannot con-
firm or deny that I left Russia, that I
reside in Europe or the U.S. or Austra-
lia. Nothing about my physical resi-
dence can be public.”
For the performance, in a parking lot
a few blocks from the gallery, Tolokon-
nikova wore a white balaclava inked with
hearts, knee-high platform boots, fish-
nets, and a black-and-white minidress.
Many in the crowd also wore balaclavas.
It was hard to be sure who anyone was.
There were Ukrainians and Russian dis-

sidents and curators from major muse-
ums. “I just noticed Kesha walk by,”
Tolokonnikova’s publicist alerted a dis-
oriented bystander. The artist Shepard
Fairey had made a print for the event; it
was turned into an N.F.T., sales of which
would benefit the fighters on the front
line in Ukraine. He was there some-
where, supposedly, wearing black?

“Fuck Putin!” someone shouted.
“Stomp him!” someone else offered.
"Tolokonnikova took the stage, surrounded
by other members of Pussy Riot, jam-
ming cacophonously and jumping up
and down. “Slava Ukraini”—“Glory to
Ukraine”—Tolokonnikova growled.
Within weeks of the invasion, she had
helped raise some seven million dollars
for victims of the conflict.

“This is how we started Pussy Riot,”
she said. “Our idea was to play the shit-
tiest music on the planet. No, seriously.
We are a group of artists that didn't know
how to make music. And we thought,
If we are going to make political music,
then other artists, like, actual musicians,
are going to be, like, “‘What the fuck,
we're actually going to do so much bet-
ter.” And it worked.” She intoned lines
from the Pussy Riot song known as
“Punk Prayer”: “Virgin Mary, Mother
of God, chase Putin away!”

In the years that Putin was consol-
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idating power, Tolokonnikova sought
to make herself maximally annoying.
When Putin handpicked a successor,
Dmitry Medvedev, to be President, she
took part in public group sex with other
activists. “We just decided to tell every-
one, ‘You guys are fucked.” And we
fucked for it. We called the action ‘Fuck
for the Heir Puppy Bear.”” (The word
medvedev means “bearlike”in Russian.)
She helped found Pussy Riot in 2011,
when Putin, who had already been Pres-
ident for two terms and was on his sec-
ond stint as Prime Minister, sought the



Presidency again. The group performed
on the roof of a prison where Tolokon-
nikova’s then husband and the opposi-
tion figure Alexei Navalny were both
being held. In Red Square, they climbed
onto a platform and sang a song about
Putin wetting his pants.

Pussy Riot first performed “Punk
Prayer”in early 2012, at the altar of Mos-
cow’s central cathedral. The goal was to
illuminate the corruption of Russian Or-
thodox Church leaders and their sup-
port of Putin. (“The head of the K.G.B,,
their patron saint,/Leads protesters to
holding cells under escort/So as not to
offend His Holiness,/ Women must bear
children and love.”) Tolokonnikova and
two comrades were arrested and charged
with “hooliganism, motivated by reli-
gious hatred.” She was sentenced to two
years in a penal colony, where she was
forced to sew policemen’s uniforms.

A few days after the L.A. perfor-
mance, Tolokonnikova was at the gal-
lery, unmasked. She is thirty-three and
soft-spoken, with brown eyes and dark
hair dyed gray at the roots. Around her
neck hung a small wooden Orthodox
cross. “I'm not religious,” she said. “I just
like crosses. I have them everywhere.”
On her middle finger, above a cutoff
black lace glove, was a tattoo of another.
“I'm just reclaiming back the symbol,”
she said. “I'm the Matriarch of the Or-
thodox Church.” She chuckled. “It’s an
alternative to the Patriarch.” According
to Tolokonnikova, the cathedral in Mos-
cow is now commonly called the Pussy
Riot Church. Orthodox believers have
called her a demon and a witch.

“We have one law started because of
us already,” Tolokonnikova said. “It’s
commonly known as the Pussy Riot law
in Russia. They started it while we were
in court. They decided to write a new
article into the Russian criminal code
which is about blasphemy and hurting
religious feelings.”

For the exhibition at Deitch, Pussy
Riot had written a new song called “Pu-
tin’s Ashes.” An accompanying video
was projected on the gallery’s walls. In
it,a cohort of Pussy Riot members, some
of them Ukrainians, burn a portrait of
Putin. Vials labelled “Putin’s Ashes”were
also on display. “I believe that these ashes
will actually transform into actual Pu-
tin's ashes if we have enough intention,”
Tolokonnikova said. She recited a few

words from the new song: “I'm sharp-
ening my knife for Putin/We will not
forgive your evil.” She added, “Prayer is
the oldest form of songwriting.”
—Dana Goodyear

HANDS OFF DEPT.
PRICELESS, ENDLESS
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n 2008, Patrick Bringley was twenty-

five and grieving his older brother,
Tom, who had died of cancer that June.
Bringley had quit his event-planning
job at a magazine (this one) and longed
to “commune with things that felt fun-
damental,” he said recently. After a visit
to the Philadelphia Museum of Art,
where his mother wept in front of a
Pieta, he was riding the subway in Brook-
lyn when a thought hit him: he should
become a security guard at the Met. “I
was attracted by this idea of doing some-
thing straightforward and honest and
useful, like keeping people’s hands oft
of some of the most beautiful things
human hands have made,” he said.

He answered an ad in the 7imes and
went to an open house. “They tell you
the hours”™—for beginners, twelve hours

on Fridays and Saturdays and eight hours
on Sundays—-“and half the people leave,”
he recalled. After a week of training
(“Protect life and property, in that order,”
he was told), he joined the Met’s largest
department: some five hundred guards,
who work in rotating “platoons.” Bring-
ley spent the next decade at the museum,
and has now written a guard’s-eye mem-
oir, “All the Beauty in the World,” de-
tailing a job that is equal parts dreamy,
dull, and pragmatic. “You can spend an
hour deciding to learn about ancient
Egypt, or look around at people and
write a short story about one in your
head,” he explained.

Bringley was standing in the muse-
um’s lobby, wearing a Mets cap. On his
way in, he'd set off the metal detector
and greeted the guard who searched his
bag like a college freshman returning to
his high school. He circled around out-
side to a staff entrance, which led into
a maze of gray hallways beneath the gal-
leries. “Like a tree, as big as it is above,
it’s just as big below,” he said. On the
walls were signs reading “YIELD TO ART
IN TRANSIT” and historical photos, in-
cluding one of a Met guard leaning
against a wall with his hands at his tail-
bone. “That’s exactly the way we lean, a
hundred years later,” Bringley said. In
the old days, there was an underground
shooting range, where the night guards

“Is our owner hot?”



would face oft against the day guards in
annual competitions.

Bringley passed the changing rooms,
which have an electric shoe buffer and
an office that issues uniforms: dark-blue
suit, black shoes, clip-on tie. When new
guards join the union, they get an eighty-
dollar hose allowance, to replace worn-
out socks. The job has its hazards (foot
aches, leg cramps), but also perks, in-
cluding discount hot dogs from the vend-
ers on Fifth Avenue, celebrity sightings
(Michael Stipe once asked Bringley for
directions to “Madame X”), and “the
freedom that comes with being able to
think your thoughts,” Bringley said.

He took an elevator up to the Old
Master galleries, or, in guardspeak, Sec-
tor 10. It was Bringley’s first home sec-
tion, when he was in acute mourning
and eager to dwell in the “profound quiet”
of the Lamentations. When he was bored,
he counted the painted figures in each
room of the wing, tallying eight thou-
sand four hundred and ninety-six at the
time. Different zones have their pros and
cons, including floor hardness (Euro-
pean Paintings has soft wood; Greek and
Roman has unforgiving marble), noise
level (Asian is usually quiet; Egyptian
is overrun with kids), and proximity to
the lockers (Modern and Contemporary
is a seven-minute walk, which eats up
your breaks).

At the top of the Great Hall steps,
Bringley fist-bumped a guard named
Mike Carlino. “I trained Mike back in
the day!” Bringley said. He pointed out
a blue splotch on a nearby stone archway:
a “guard mark,”from a century of leaning.
Bringley walked to the French period
rooms (Sector 6), where a guy in a suit
once refused to budge after Bringley gave
the five-minute closing warning. When
another guard finally shouted him out,
the man told his young son, “Small peo-
ple, small power. It’s life.” Bringley said
that guards sometimes field odd ques-
tions, including “Is this real?” (“People
ask for the ‘Mona Lisa,’ too, or they ask
for the dinosaurs.”) Heading south, to
Sector 9, he found Picasso’s “Woman in
White,” which he once saw a guy acci-
dentally knock with a shoulder.

At van Gogh—wood floors, but
busy—he greeted a guard named Tif-
tany Dunbar, who was on hour five of
a twelve-hour shift. Dunbar said that
the rash of climate activists throwing

soup or mashed potatoes at paintings in
Europe had led the Met guards to re-
view their protocol: alert the Command
Center and clear the galleries. She looked
around; no soup-wielders in sight. “Say
a person is a one-in-a-million person-
ality. That means we're getting seven of
those a year, at least,” Bringley said. “One
of the first things someone told me is,
“You get bored of the art, you watch the
people. You get bored of the people, you
watch the art.””

—Michael Schulman

GESTURES
HOW | MET YOUR FLORIST

n 2020, Tasha Muresan, a former chil-

dren’s-book publicist, launched a flo-
ral-design studio, Bloom Bloom, out of
a small apartment in Greenpoint, Brook-
lyn. That November, she came across an
Instagram post by the actress Hilary
Duff (Muresan has been a fan since
Duff’s teen-age stardom on “Lizzie Mc-
Guire”), in which Duff lamented that
she was isolating in her Brooklyn apart-
ment after being exposed to COVID on
a set. Muresan sent a private message
to Duff’s husband, the musician Mat-
thew Koma, suggesting that he cheer
Duff up with flowers. Koma responded
minutes later, and soon Muresan had
delivered a fanciful arrangement to Duft’s
door. “It was a real shoot-your-shot mo-
ment,” Muresan said recently. Since then,

Tasha Muresan and Hilary Dzﬁ
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Duff has used Bloom Bloom more or
less constantly.

Muresan and Duff, however, had
never met in person—at least, not until
two weeks ago. Duft was in New York
and decided to sandwich a floral-de-
sign workshop in between talk-show
interviews.

Dutff, who is thirty-five, with sun-
flower-colored hair, has been on a mid-
career hot streak. She had a seven-year
run opposite Sutton Foster on the tele-
vision show “Younger,” and accounts for
most of the charm of “How I Met Your
Father,” which is beginning its second
season on Hulu. Recently, she’s been
floating the idea of a “Lizzie McGuire”
reboot. Her current projects film in Los
Angeles, but she wants to return to New
York at some point. “I could be in a
Broadway show,” she said. “We want to
spend the majority of our older life here.”

She arrived for the workshop, in a
private room of the Whitby Hotel, in
midtown, wearing a beige Khaite sweater
and chunky suéde boots. Muresan was
waiting with several vases full of blooms.
“Tasha!” Duff said. She pulled Mure-
san, who had styled herself like Wednes-
day Addams, in a dark gingham dress
and black stockings, into a bear hug.

“So my husband actually found you,’
Duft said. “But what happened, exactly?”

“He said something like, She’s so sad
and, like, pregnant and quarantining,”
Muresan said.

Talk turned to flowers. “Can I tell
you my dream?” Duff said. “I really want
to learn how to do, like, a bouquet with
one lone sprig oft to the side. I like it
awkward and not balanced.”

Muresan nodded and explained that
a good floral arrangement often has
three key ingredients. First, “we have
our face flowers,” she said. “Flowers that
literally have a face. Then we have filler.
Last, there is gesture—those are the el-
ements that do the weird lone-tendril
thing and bring in extra romance.”

She showed Duff some heirloom,
blackberry-hued fringed tulips and a
pail of delicate pink sweet-pea blossoms.
“You should smell them,” Muresan said.
“Some people say they smell like Froot
Loops.” She pointed to a jar full of twisty
green stems. “And these smell like on-
ions because, well, they are onions.”

Duff said that the scent reminded
her of her former home in L.A. “I was,
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like, Why does my house smell like on-
ions all the time?” she said. “And the
gardener was, like, Oh, you must have
a scallion plant nearby, and he found it
and dug it up. I had no idea one plant
could be that funky.”

At a workstation, Duff began shov-
ing purple ranunculus into a vase. “I
would love to own an interior-design
slash flower slash wine slash coffee store,”
she said. One issue: she’s bad with plants.
“I'm a murderer of them all,” she said.
“I just killed a forty-year-old cactus.”

Muresan encouraged Duft to plump
up her anemic-looking arrangement:
“Another rule is to work in triangles, so
that you never have two flowers that
look like eyeballs staring at you.”

Next, Muresan passed around bright-
coral poppies, along with a Bic lighter.
“Poppies, even though they’re beautiful
and delicate, they’re really aggressive,”
she said. “You literally have to light the
end on fire and char the stem.” Duff lit
one as if it were a cigarette.

At the end of the lesson, Muresan
handed out the onion stems, which
formed cartoonish curlicues. It was time
to add final pops of “gesture.”

“Could it Aave a better name than
‘gesture’>” Duft said, sticking an onion
stalk sideways into the mix. She stepped
back to appraise her work, which looked
spiky and oddly windblown. She smiled
proudly at her creation. “This guy is on
his own little journey,” she said.

—Rachel Syme

POSTSCRIPT
TOM VERLAINE

- Y

I_I e awoke to the sound of water drip-
ping into a rusted sink. The streets
below were bathed in medieval moon-
light, reverberating silence. He lay there
grappling with the terror of beauty, as
the night unfolded like a Chinese screen.
He lay shuddering, riveted by flickering
movements of aliens and angels as the
words and melodies of “Marquee Moon”
were formed, drop by drop, note by note,
from a state of calm yet sinister excite-
ment. He was Tom Verlaine, and that
was his process: exquisite torment.

Born Thomas Joseph Miller, raised
in Wilmington, Delaware, he left his
parental home and shed his name, a
discarded skin curled in the corner of a
modest garage among stacks of used
air-conditioners that required his fa-
ther’s constant professional attention.
There were hockey sticks and a bicycle
and piles of Tom’s old newspapers strewn
in the back, covered with ghostly out-
lines of distorted objects; he would run
over tin cans until they were flattened,
barely recognizable, and then spray them
with gold, his two-dimensional sculp-
tures, each representing a rapturous mu-
sical phrase. In high school, he played
the saxophone, embracing John Col-
trane and Albert Ayler. He played hockey,
too, and when a flying puck knocked
out his front teeth he was obliged to put
away his saxophone and dedicate him-
self to the electric guitar.

He lived twenty-eight minutes from
where I was raised. We could easily have
sauntered into the same Wawa on the
Wilmington-South Jersey border in
search of Yoo-hoo or Tastykakes. We
might have met, two black sheep, on
some rural stretch, each carrying books
of the poetry of French Symbolists—
but we didn’t. Not until 1973, on East
Tenth Street, across from St. Mark’s
Church, where he stopped me and said,
“Youre Smith.” He had long hair, and
we clocked each other, both echoing the
tuture, both wearing clothes they didn’t
wear anymore. I noticed the way his
long arms hung, and his equally long
and beautiful hands, and then we went
our separate ways. That was, until Eas-
ter night, April 14, 1974. Lenny Kaye
and I took a rare taxi ride from the Zieg-
feld Theatre after seeing the premiére
of “Ladies and Gentlemen: The Roll-
ing Stones,” straight down to the Bow-
ery to see a new band called Television.

The club was CBGB. There were
only a handful of people present, but
Lenny and I were immediately taken
with it, with its pool table and narrow
bar and low stage. What we saw that
night was kin, our future, a perfect merg-
ing of poetry and rock and roll. As I
watched Tom play, I thought, Had 1
been a boy, I would’ve been him.

I went to see Television whenever
they played, mostly to see Tom, with
his pale-blue eyes and swanlike neck.
He bowed his head, gripping his Jazz-

master, releasing billowing clouds,
strange alleyways populated with tiny
men, a murder of crows, and the cries
of bluebirds rushing through a replica
of space. All transmuted through his
long fingers, all but strangling the neck
of his guitar.

Through the coming weeks, we drew
closer. As we walked the city streets, we
would improvise ongoing tales, our own
“Arabian Nights.” We discovered that
we both loved the work of the Arme-
nian American composer Alan Hovha-
ness, our favorite work being “Prayer of
St. Gregory.” Examining each other’s
bookcases, we were amazed to find that
our books were nearly identical, even
those by authors difficult to find. Cossery,
Hedayat, Tutuola, Mrabet. We were both
independent literary scouts,and we came
to share our secret sources.

He devoured poetry and dark-choc-
olate-covered Entenmann’s doughnuts,
downed with coffee and cigarettes.
Sometimes he would seem dreamy and
taraway then suddenly break into peals
of laughter. He was angelic yet slightly
demonic, a cartoon character with the
grace of a dervish. I knew him then. We
liked holding hands and spending hours
browsing the shelves of Flying Saucer
News and going to Forty-eighth Street
and looking at guitars that he could
never afford and riding the Staten Is-
land Ferry after three sets at CBGB and
climbing six flights of stairs to the apart-
ment on East Eleventh Street and lying
together on a mattress gazing at the ceil-
ing and listening to the rain and hear-
ing something else.

There was no one like Tom. He pos-
sessed the child’s gift of transforming a
drop of water into a poem that some-
how begat music. In his last days, he had
the selfless support of devoted friends.
Having no children, he welcomed the
love he received from my daughter, Jesse,
and my son, Jackson.

In his final hours, watching him
sleep, I travelled backward in time. We
were in the apartment, and he cut my
hair, and some pieces stuck out this way
and that, so he called me Winghead.
In the years to follow, simply Wing.
Even when we got older, always Wing.
And he, the boy who never grew up,
aloft the Omega, a golden filament in
the vibrant violet light.

—Patti Smith
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ONWARD AND UPWARD WITH THE ARTS

THE MERRY WIDOW

The ninety-year-old aristocrat known for her cheeky accounts of the British élite.

BY REBECCA MEAD

Holkham Hall, an austere eigh-
teenth-century sandstone man-
sion that is among the most spectac-
ularly situated of England’s stately
homes, was built just south of the
dune-edged beaches of Norfolk, in a
park that extends for three thousand
acres and encompasses woodland, roll-
ing greensward, and an ornamental
lake. Commissioned by a wealthy
landowner named Thomas Coke,
the house was designed according to
strict Palladian principles, and con-
sists of four symmetrical wings ar-
ranged around a central core, which
contains a long gallery. In this space,
Coke—who was ennobled as the Earl

\
— |

of Leicester in 1744, and whose name,
like that of his descendants, is pro-
nounced “cook”—displayed acquisi-
tions from his Grand Tour, including
a statue of Diana that had reputedly
once belonged to Cicero.

In the early twentieth century, the
long gallery was equipped with a
more modern object: a gramophone.
The fourth Earl used to play classical-
music recordings on it. His eldest
granddaughter, Anne, who was born
in 1932, loved listening with him. An
intergenerational favorite was the aria
“I Dreamt That I Dwelt in Marble
Halls,” from the 1843 Irish opera “The

Bohemian Girl,”in which the soprano

Lady Glenconner knows that high social standing is no obstacle to high misc/yief
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imagines having “riches too great to
count,” and boasting “of a high ances-
tral name.” It was a joke between
grandfather and granddaughter, given
that they actually possessed a high
ancestral name. (The illustriousness
of the Coke family dates to the six-
teenth century, when Sir Edward Coke,
a celebrated jurist and legal scholar,
served as attorney general to Queen
Elizabeth 1.) The Cokes even had a
marble hall of sorts: Holkham’s front
door leads to a grand interior mod-
elled on Roman temples, with a domed,
coffered ceiling supported by pink-
veined columns and a stone staircase
ascending to a gilded reception room
known as the Saloon. The house held
other treasures, including a Leonardo
da Vinci manuscript, the Codex Leices-
ter, which had been purchased in 1717.
At the age of ten, Anne was given the
tortnightly chore of airing the Codex:
retrieving it from the butler’s pantry,
where it was kept under lock and key
alongside various jewels, and turning
through its seventy-two hand-drawn
pages with a licked fingertip.

Holkham Hall was a family home,
it on a scale beyond the imagining of
most families. In 1950, not long be-
fore Anne’s eighteenth birthday, her
coming-out ball was held at the es-
tate, with the woodlands festively lit
by searchlights left over from the Sec-
ond World War. Among those in at-
tendance were King George VI and
his wife, Elizabeth—good friends of
Anne’s parents, who served the Royal
Family in the antiquated roles of extra
equerry and lady of the bedchamber.
The staff at Holkham Hall offered
guests venison that had been shot on
the grounds, and champagne that had
been laid down at Anne’s birth. (Per-
haps too much champagne: the next
morning, the body of a young gar-
dener was found floating in a foun-
tain. Anne was not told of the fatal-
ity until years later.)

Although Anne had grown up in
splendor, none of it—not the house,
the land, the jewels, the antiquities—
was hers to inherit. According to En-
glish laws of primogeniture, an earl-
dom can pass only to a son or other
male descendant. Some of Anne’s rel-
atives saw her gender as a problem from
the start. “There’s a photograph of me
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right on that staircase,” she told me
when I met her at Holkham Hall, one
morning in early December. “I'm in
my father’s arms, and Grandpa’s there,
and Great-Grandpa’s there, looking
terribly disappointed in me.”

The disappointment continued
when Anne was followed by two sis-
ters and no brothers, a situation that
meant the entire property was destined
for a distant cousin who lived in South
Africa. Holkham Hall is now the fam-
ily home of the eighth Earl of Leices-
ter, the grandson of that South Afri-
can cousin, who made the hall available
for my conversation with Lady Anne,
as she was titled after the death of her
grandfather. The state rooms were lav-
ishly decorated for the holidays, a proj-
ect of the current Lady Leicester, whose
displays are open to the public for a
small fee. The long gallery—which,
during Lady Anne’s childhood, housed
a Christmas tree overseen by two but-
lers, who insured that the candles on
it did not set the house aflame—had
fake snow on the floorboards and thick-
ets of rime-encrusted birches obscur-
ing Cicero’s Diana in her niche. The
marble hall featured fifty-odd Christ-
mas trees, like the entrance of a fancy
department store.

We sat on satin-upholstered, gilt-
legged armchairs in the Saloon, be-
neath a fleshy Baroque painting of An-
dromeda being rescued by Perseus.
Lady Anne explained that, during her
childhood, this art work had been ban-
ished, on moral grounds, to the attic,
where she and her next-oldest sibling,
Carey, had positioned it and a simi-
larly louche “Rape of Lucretia,” by Pro-
caccini, to form the walls of a little
hideaway. Lady Anne has retained her
tinishing-school posture, as well as
masses of thick golden hair. She wore
an elegant skirt-and-jacket outfit in
deep burgundy, though she kept on
her coat, since the Saloon was chilly—
yet not nearly as cold as she remem-
bered it from her youth, when ice
formed on the insides of the windows,
refracting the views of the park. “I al-
ways knew I wouldn't inherit,” she told
me. “But my father, rather charmingly,
treated me as a boy—I used to work
in the estate office, and go around the
estate with him, and visit all the vil-
lages.” In 1956, she got married, at

Holkham, to Colin Tennant, the heir
to the Barony of Glenconner. She re-
called, “There were three wedding cakes
and two huge tents—one for the work-
ers and one for the tenant farmers—
while my father’s friends were inside
here. I remember going down and cut-
ting the cake in each of the tents. It
was a wedding as if I were a boy.” She
went on, “I just felt sorry for my fa-
ther, because he would have so loved
to have a son. I did my best, but it
wasn't enough.”

In 2019, Lady Anne—Anne Glen-
conner, as she is known today—pub-
lished a memoir, “Lady in Waiting,”
that detailed not only her childhood
at Holkham Hall but also her decades
as a friend and companion to Princess
Margaret, the younger sister of Queen
Elizabeth II. “Lady in Waiting,” which
became a surprise best-seller in the
U.K. and has been translated into eleven
languages, describes the peculiar priv-
ileges and rituals of England’s landed
aristocracy from the perspective of a
wry insider. It gives an unusually can-
did depiction of life in the upper ech-
elon of British society at a time when
the centuries-old peerage has been
partly superseded by newer aristocra-
cies—those of global celebrity and
freshly generated wealth.

Both “Lady in Waiting,” and a
tollow-up volume, “Whatever Next?,”
which is being published in the U.S.
this month, are funnier and sadder
than might be expected. While never
losing sight of the advantages of being
born into an élite family, Glenconner
offers a poignant perspective on the
constraining limits on aristocratic
women of her generation, whose for-
mal educations were minimal and
whose life expectations revolved around
marrying well, managing a large house-
hold, and providing a male heir. (The
last of these expectations endures,
though the system of primogeniture
has recently been modified for the
Royal Family, so that elder daughters
can succeed to the throne ahead of
their younger brothers.) “Lady in Wait-
ing,”which Glenconner completed by
dictating her memories to a voice re-
corder and compiling them into book
form with the help of a ghostwriter,
Hannah Bourne-Taylor, deftly cap-

tures a postwar era that presents no
contradiction between maintaining
the expense of numerous servants and
parsimoniously conserving string and
brown paper. Lady Glenconner, who
was born only six years after Queen
Elizabeth, shares the late monarch’s
generational and class-based manners
and mores, which demanded the per-
formance of reserve and restraint under
the most trying of circumstances. She
also shares the Queen’s antiquated
enunciation; “Lady in Waiting”is best
enjoyed in audio form, read by the au-
thor, with orff for “off.”

Among Glenconner’s other accom-
plishments, she was one of six peers’
daughters who served as maids of
honor at the coronation of Queen Eliz-
abeth II, in 1953. “We were rather like
the Spice Girls,” she told me. Too ex-
cited to eat breakfast, she almost fainted
during the Queen’s anointing, and had
to be propped up by Black Rod, a par-
liamentary official; as the event drew
to a close, she gratefully accepted a
swig of brandy from the Archbishop
of Canterbury’s flask. In addition to
offering a personal perspective on some
of the nation’s most public moments,
“Lady in Waiting” provides an inti-
mate view of the monarchy’s strange
aura and its effect on those in propin-
quity to it. A reader learns, for exam-
ple, that Princess Margaret once made
the gift of a toilet brush to one of her
ladies-in-waiting: the recipient had
discreetly hidden her toilet brush when
the Princess came to stay, as if royals
were too lofty for excretion.

Because the Queen chose not to
record her more intimate thoughts and
experiences for public dissemination,
Lady Glenconner serves as a kind of
proxy for Elizabeth, who was described
by people close to her as wise, witty,
and occasionally irreverent. In “Lady
in Waiting,” Glenconner often under-
scores her awareness that high social
standing is no obstacle to high mis-
chief. In one chapter, she writes of an-
ticipating a German invasion of En-
gland as a child; fearing that Holkham
Hall would be occupied by Nazi leaders,
and then visited by Hitler himself, she
filled jam jars with a foul concoction
of food scraps, medicines, muddy water,
and carpet fluft, in the hope of poi-
soning the Fithrer with it. She and her
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“There’s somez‘/ying 50 cozy about muggling up indoors
while outside the world spins into chaos.”

sister Carey practiced the scheme on
a Teddy bear, sidling up to it and of-
tering it a drink. Glenconner writes,
“We had decided to make Hitler fall
in love with us, which, when I think
about it now, was rather like the Mit-
fords. But, then, we were going to kill
him—which, I suppose, was rather un-
like the Mitfords.”

Even if Lady Glenconner has shown
the occasional rebellious streak, she re-
mains largely a defender of the social
hierarchy in which she is enmeshed.
“The aristocracy are founded on peo-
ple that have done something,” Glen-
conner told me at Holkham Hall, cit-
ing the achievements of her Coke
ancestors in law and in agriculture.
“They created something—the estate,
which is there, which is passed on.
Some of the aristocracy fade—noth-
ing happens, they can’t think of any-
thing, they spend, and their houses go,

and that’s it. But certain families, like

this one, are able to keep on going, to
keep on inventing, to keep on think-
ing of different things.”

In its exploration of a rarefied social
stratum, “Lady in Waiting” provides
a vivid case study of aristocratic de-
generacy, in the person of Glencon-
ner’s late husband, Colin Tennant. (She
had earlier been engaged to Johnnie
Althorp, the heir to the Earldom of
Spencer, but the relationship ended
after he was informed that Anne had
“mad blood,” through her distant fa-
milial relationship to two cousins of
Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret who
had been committed to an asylum. Al-
thorp went on to marry Frances Roche;
their youngest daughter was Lady
Diana Spencer, the future Princess of
Wiales.) Tennant, whose family had a
giant property of its own, the Glen es-
tate, in Scotland, was tall, handsome,
and charming, though deficits of em-
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pathy were evident from the start of
their marriage. In one of the book’s
most memorable episodes, Glencon-
ner recounts her honeymoon in Paris,
where Tennant—having slept through
their first night together and promis-
ing her a surprise for the second—took
her to a brothel. The bride, a virgin,
was ushered into a velvet-upholstered
wing chair and sat next to her new
husband as a man and a woman ener-
getically copulated on a bed in front
of them. “The intertwined pasty bod-
ies of the French couple squelching
into each other on the bed was the
most unattractive thing you could pos-
sibly imagine,” she writes. “Every now
and then they asked us if we would
like to join in. So, I found myself say-
ing politely, “That’s very kind of you,
but no thank you.”” These days, men
sometimes approach her at public
events and whisper “Squelch, squelch!”
in her ear. She pretends to be deaf.

Compared with the Coke family,
the Tennants were nouveaux riches:
the family fortune had been made
in the nineteenth century, in bleach.
But the Tennants had more cash on
hand. In common with many British
aristocratic families in the twentieth
century, the Cokes became obliged
to raise money by deaccessioning art
works and other valuables. In 1980, the
Codex Leicester was sold at auction
for $5.3 million, to Armand Hammer;
fourteen years later, it went for six times
that amount to Bill Gates, in whose
collection it remains—“Covered with
my DNA,” Glenconner notes. Tennant,
meanwhile, expended vast amounts of
his fortune on developing the tiny Ca-
ribbean island of Mustique as a party
resort for the rich, famous, and titled,
having paid forty-five thousand pounds
for it in 1958. (After the success of
“Lady in Waiting,” Glenconner pub-
lished a murder-mystery novel, “Mur-
der on Mustique,” which includes a
dissolute rock star who bears a resem-
blance to Mick Jagger, a regular visi-
tor to the island.)

Tennant’s habits and manners often
came off as a parody of aristocratic ec-
centricity and careless decadence. Lady
Glenconner writes that he went through
a phase of wearing paper underpants,
shocking guests at parties by declar-
ing, “I’ll eat my knickers,” and then



sticking his hands down his trousers,
ripping the underpants off, and stuff-
ing them into his mouth. In the nine-
teen-sixties, Tennant acquired a house
on Tite Street, in the Chelsea neigh-
borhood of London, that had once been
the home of the artist James Whistler.
When architects told Tennant that the
interior was beyond renovation, he and
Glenconner held a demolition party,
providing safety glasses to guests, who
shattered windows, splintered doors,
and spray-painted obscenities on the
walls. “Everyone behaved like complete
hooligans,” she remembers. Tennant
had strong views about interior deco-
ration, and planned his homes as if they
were stage sets, resisting concessions
to practicality. “Kitchens are frightfully
common, Anne,” he would say.

Amid this tumult, Glenconner had
five children with Tennant. The first
was a boy, Charlie. She writes, “Of
course, since he was a boy, I was praised
for having managed to produce an heir
for Colin immediately. The relief was
tangible.” Two more sons, Henry and
Christopher, followed, and then twins,
May and Amy.

Glenconner found out only after
she was married that Tennant had suf-
fered two nervous breakdowns. “Once,
he had run barefooted through Lon-
don in his pajamas to hospital, claim-
ing that his heart had stopped,” she
writes. (“The doctors must have won-
dered how he had got there if that had
been the case,” she observes.) Tennant’s
biographer, Nicholas Courtney, writes
that he had a “very unattractive and
uncontrollable temper.” Tennant’s fi-
nancial dealings were equally impul-
sive. “He couldn’t bear to be static,”
Glenconner told me. “He always wanted
to be rushing around changing things,
buying things. We had thirty Lucian
Freuds at one point, and he sold them
all. I once said to him, in a rather pa-
thetic way, ‘You don’t seem to mind
making these collections and then sell-
ing them. I /ike the things I have col-
lected.” And he said, ‘Oh, no! Once I've
had them, and the opportunity to look
at them, I want to be on to something
else.”” Tennant “hated going to muse-
ums,” Glenconner added. “Do you know
why? Nothing’s for sale.”

Tennant, who became Lord Glen-
conner after his father’s death, in 1983,

died in 2010, leaving his widow a final
surprise: he had bequeathed his entire
personal fortune to his longtime valet
and factotum, a St. Lucian man named
Kent Adonai, whom he had originally
hired, decades earlier, to help tend an
elephant acquired from the Dublin
Z.00. (The outward nature of the men’s
relationship is on awkward display in
“The Man Who Bought Mustique,”a
documentary from 2000, with a dom-
ineering Tennant screeching commands
at Adonai.) Lady Glenconner was not
left destitute: after getting married, on
the advice of her father, she had ac-
quired a farmhouse on the Holkham
estate, where she still lives. But she was
reduced to buying back some personal
items at auction, under the scrutiny of
the tabloid press. “I said to the chil-
dren, ‘We'’re going to smile, we’re going
to enjoy this, and we’re going to get
what we can,”” she told me. “After-
wards, a man from the Daily Mail came
up and said, ‘I don’t understand you,
Lady Glenconner—we came to see you
cry’ And I said, ‘T #hought you did.” And
we laughed.” She went on, “That’s the
way I had been brought up. Colin dealt
us this horrible thing, and I wasn't going
to let it destroy us.” Eventually, in 2018,
Adonai arrived at a financial settle-
ment with the current Lord Glencon-
ner, a grandson of Tennant’s. One of

the motivations for writing “Lady in
Wiaiting,” Glenconner told me, was
that she needed the money.

I n “Whatever Next?,” Glenconner re-
visits her marriage, painting a fuller,
and far less breezy, portrait of her late
husband. “He was often a wonderful
companion, a beloved father,” she writes.
“He was also an incredibly selfish,
damaged, and occasionally dangerous
man. ... I lived with domestic violence
and abuse for most of my marriage.”
From the start, her husband screamed
at her, spit at her, shoved her, and threw
things at her. He had numerous affairs
with women, and once spiked her drink
with what she suspects was LSD, in an
attempt to loosen her up in the bed-
room. “How strange and typical of Colin
that, rather than being tender, he de-
cided he could just drug me into doing
what he liked,” she writes. One day in
the late seventies, in Mustique, he lost
his temper and beat her savagely with
a shark-vertebrae walking stick. “I was
utterly terrified, convinced he might
actually kill me,” she says. The attack
was never repeated, but thereafter she
and Tennant lived ever more separate
lives, though they remained married,
fifty-four years in total. For thirty-four
of them, Glenconner herself had a mar-
ried lover, whose wife knew of their

“O.K., what are the people on the floor below that doing?”



arrangement and had a lover of her
own. (Glenconner does not name her
lover in her books, and has said that
she never will.) “There was no ques-
tion of any of us leaving our marriages,”
she writes. “It simply wasn't done.”

The decision to write a tell-more
memoir, she explained, was driven by
the realization that she had made too
little of Tennant’s marital bullying in
“Lady in Waiting,” and by a sense that
she had an obligation to other women
who might be vulnerable. “Domestic
abuse goes through all classes,” she told
me at Holkham Hall. “And the sort of
people like me are so ashamed, really,
you don’t talk about it.” She remains
perversely proud of having stuck out
her marriage, while also being convinced
that nobody should put up with what
she endured. The irony of having for-
gone divorce—and a settlement that
might have amounted to half of Ten-
nant’s wealth—is not lost on her. “Per-
haps he knew he was going to do that
with his will, and he was just nice enough
to me to keep me going,” she said.

Glenconner does not absolve herself
from criticism: in “Lady in Waiting,”
for example, she acknowledges her fail-
ings as a parent. Her two eldest boys,
she notes, were handed off to a nanny,
as was typical for aristocratic progeny
at the time. When such nannies took
their infant charges to the park, Glen-
conner writes, they would sit on spe-
cific benches, to indicate the rank of the
families for which they worked: those
employed by earls did not dare sit along-
side those employed by dukes. During
this period, her household staff also in-
cluded a nursery maid, a housekeeper,
abutler,and two cleaners. Among Glen-
conner’s cohort, the responsibility of a
wife was to take care of her husband
before her children. “Children had their
routine and adults had theirs,” she writes.
“Being a wife seemed more urgent than
being a mother.”

Glenconner was familiar with ab-
sentee parenting from her own child-
hood. At the outset of the Second
World War, her father was sent with
the Scots Guards to Egypt, accompa-
nied by her mother, and she didn’t see
them for three years. During that time,
Anne was at the mercy of a sadistic
governess, Miss Bonner, who tied her

hands to the bedposts at night. (In

Glenconner’s second murder-mystery
novel, “A Haunting at Holkham,” pub-
lished in 2021, she took her revenge
on Miss Bonner by having a fictional
stand-in killed and buried beneath the
sands of Holkham Beach.)

Charlie Tennant, Glenconner’s el-
dest son, was plagued from childhood
by extreme compulsions: he had to
open and close a door repeatedly be-
fore going through it. In his early teens,
he started using drugs, and he soon be-
came addicted to heroin. He stole from
his parents to fund his habit and cy-
cled in and out of rehab clinics. In 1977,
when Charlie was nineteen, Colin Ten-
nant took the drastic step of disinher-
iting him from the Glen estate, the an-
cestral seat in Scotland, in favor of
Charlie’s younger brother Henry, fear-
ing that Charlie would ruin it if it came
into his hands.

Henry was less tortured than Char-
lie, but the apparent stability of his
life—he married in 1983, at twenty-two,
and soon fathered a son and heir—gave
way in 1985, when he separated from
his wife and came out as gay. “He went
wild, presumably feeling finally liber-
ated,” Glenconner writes. It was the
early years of the AIDS crisis, with no
reliable treatment yet available. Late in
1986, moments before the Glenconners
hosted one of their celebrated balls on
Mustique, Colin told Anne that Henry
was H.I.V.-positive. “To be handed my

son’s death sentence while standing in

a glittering dress welcoming lots of
guests felt like some sort of obscure
nightmare,” Glenconner writes.

Henry, one of the first British aris-
tocrats to speak openly about AIDS,
died in 1990, at the age of twenty-nine.
Charlie got sober after six years of her-
oin addiction, married, and had a son,
but in 1996, at the age of thirty-nine,
he succumbed to hepatitis C.

As if the fates of her two eldest sons
were not terrible enough, the young-
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est, Christopher, suffered a serious mo-
torbike accident in 1987, and fell into
a coma. A doctor told Glenconner that
there was no hope of recovery and urged
her to get on with her life. Appalled,
she undertook a rigorous program of
stimulating Christopher’s senses: brush-
ing his skin and exposing him to scents
for fifteen minutes every hour. A ros-
ter of friends helped, including Chris-
topher’s former nanny, Barbara Barnes,
who had just stopped taking care of
Princes William and Harry. In “Lady
in Waiting,” Glenconner writes of
Christopher, “My whole life became
bound up in trying to save his.” After
four months, she arrived at the hospi-
tal to find Christopher in tears—the
tirst sign of responsiveness he had
shown since the accident. Cradling
him, she said that if he got better she
would buy him a car, asking him what
kind he would like. The response:
“Lamborghini.”

Christopher regained many of his
former capacities, but he walks with a
limp and has other physical challenges.
He lives with his wife, Johanna, in a
house on the Holkham estate. His sis-
ters also live in the area. Before Glen-
conner wrote further about her mar-
riage in “Whatever Next?,” she asked
her children’s permission, and all of them
shared memories of their father. She
found the process cathartic. Christo-
pher told me, “I have nothing but re-
spect and love for my dad, because he
was amazing, amazing, amazing, amaz-
ing. But I can understand exactly how
he might not seem that way to our mum.”

“The Man Who Bought Mustique”
captures a touching moment at an event,
held by the Mustique Indigenous Peo-
ple Association, celebrating Tennant
for his contributions to the island.
When he addresses the group, his im-
periousness briefly falters. “I would like
also for you to remember Charlie Ten-
nant and Henry Tennant, who loved
you all deeply,” he says, his voice qua-
vering. Henry’s son, Euan, who is thirty-
nine, inherited the Glen estate; Char-
lie’s twenty-nine-year-old son, Cody,
is the fourth Baron Glenconner.

The trials of both Charlie and Henry
were widely chronicled in the press,
which published stories attributing their
untimely deaths to a “Tennant Curse.”

On the day that Charlie was buried,



the church and the graveyard were beset
by reporters. “I suppose by then we had
got used to them behaving so badly, but
I'still can't think of anything much lower
than gatecrashing a funeral,” Glencon-
ner writes. Her sons’ deaths, she told
me, put all other losses in perspective:
“In a way, if you go through that, noth-
ing is ever quite as bad, unless you lose
another child. That was really awful. I
knew two of them were dying, and
Christopher with his accident—it was
five years before he was able to live on
his own. If you go through something
like that, and come out the other end,
you are either broken or you come out
stronger. I came out stronger.”

In late November, Glenconner was
invited by the Queen Consort, Ca-
milla, to a reception at Buckingham
Palace, as part of an annual United Na-
tions campaign against gender-based
violence. With the publication of
“Whatever Next?,” Glenconner steps
into a more prominent role as an ad-
vocate for battered women, but her ac-
tivism is not without precedent. In the
nineteen-seventies, she became a fund-
raiser for Refuge, a British charity whose
tounder, Erin Pizzey, established the
first domestic-violence shelter in the
U.K., in West London. “It never oc-
curred to me that this interest might
be founded on my own experiences
with Colin,” Glenconner writes in the
new book. “Erin Pizzey perhaps saw
something in me that told her I should
get involved.”

Few guests at the U.N. event can
have been as familiar with the Palace
as Glenconner. Her memories of being
there include the day of the Queen’s
coronation: after the ceremony, the new
monarch was so excited that she ran
through a corridor with her Spice Girl
attendants; they eventually plumped
down on a red sofa, their dresses bil-
lowing around them, and kicked their
legs up in joy. At the recent reception,
Glenconner met Mel B, one of the ac-
tual Spice Girls. “We got on frightfully
well,” Glenconner told me. But the oc-
casion made unwelcome headlines the
tollowing day when another guest,
Ngozi Fulani, who runs a charity or-
ganization called Sistah Space, revealed
on social media that she had been re-
peatedly questioned about where she

“I'm running late for totally dignified reasons.”

was “really” from by Lady Susan Hus-
sey—a daughter of the twelfth Earl
Waldegrave, and a former lady-in-wait-
ing to Queen Elizabeth II. Apparently
not satisfied by Fulani’s answer—that
she was from Hackney, in East Lon-
don—Lady Susan had moved aside
Fulani’s hair to read her nametag.
Within hours, Lady Susan had apol-
ogized and had resigned from her hon-
orary role as one of King Charles’s la-
dies of the household.

Lady Susan had clearly overstepped,
Glenconner said to me a few days later.
“She did what you must zever do,” she
observed, with a shudder. Still, she had
some sympathy for her. “It was a United
Nations event, so people sad come from
abroad,” Glenconner noted. “There were
three queens—the Queen of Jordan, the
Queen of Belgium, you know?”

The role of a lady-in-waiting, as de-
tailed in Glenconner’s first book, lies
somewhere between that of a friend or
a confidante and that of a personal as-
sistant—identifying the location of the

bathroom on a royal visit, or insuring
that a royal visitor is served the right
thing to drink. (In Princess Margaret’s
case,a gin-and-tonic at lunch and whis-
key with water in the evening.) Ladies-
in-waiting are not recompensed, other
than by proximity to royalty. Glen-
conner received only a modest dress al-
lowance for her attentions to Princess
Margaret. Even after decades of close
friendship, Glenconner addressed the
Princess as “Ma’am,” while being ad-
dressed herself as Anne. “I would have
been very uncomfortable calling her
anything else,” she writes.

“Lady in Waiting” paints a fond, if
not always flattering, portrait of Prin-
cess Margaret, whom Glenconner had
known from early childhood. Holkham
Hall is a short drive from Sandring-
ham, one of the Royal Family’s coun-
try residences. Glenconner writes that
the Princess was “naughty, fun and imag-
inative—the very best sort of friend to
have.” They used to dig holes in the
sand on Holkham Beach, in the hope
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that people would fall into them. Prin-
cess Margaret, Glenconner believes, was
never allowed to shed her role as the
wayward royal sister. “The fact she en-
joyed the company of creative people,
a cigarette and a drink made it easy to
cast her as a rebel,” she writes.

Princess Margaret was able to in-
dulge in those tastes in sybaritic Mu-
stique, where in the late sixties Colin
Tennant gave her a piece of land as a
gift. When Tennant took her to the
site, she surreptitiously pulled up the
wooden stakes demarcating it, extend-
ing the perimeter. She then told Ten-
nant, firmly, “I think I ought to have a
bit more land.” Mustique became for
Princess Margaret a much valued es-
cape from the pressures of palace life,
while she became for Tennant the most
valuable of marketing assets.

At other times, Glenconner pro-
vided Princess Margaret with a taste
of more mundane activities: on visits
to Glenconner’s Norfolk home, the
Princess sometimes dismantled the
chandelier and cleaned it in the bath-
tub. Another bond between them was
their shared experience of marital un-
happiness. In 1960, Princess Margaret
married Antony Armstrong-Jones, a
society photographer who was enno-
bled as the Earl of Snowdon after their
wedding. “Like Colin, Tony was un-
predictable,” Glenconner writes. “He
was eccentric and extremely demand-
ing, often rubbing people up the wrong
way. But, just like Colin, he could be
incredibly charming.” Snowdon had
his own tactics for belittling his wife:
“Lady in Waiting” tells how he used to
leave insulting notes in Princess Mar-
garet’s chest of drawers. (One read,
“You look like a Jewish manicurist and
I hate you.”) Princess Margaret rarely
unburdened herself about Snowdon’s
behavior, and encouraged her lady-in-
waiting to exercise similar restraint.
Glenconner writes, “Once when I didn't
open a door quickly enough for Colin,
and he blew up and she saw me start
to cry, she just said, ‘Stop that at once,
Anne.It’s absolutely no use.’...Ilearned
a lot about stiffening one’s spine and
getting on with it from Princess Mar-
garet.” Glenconner is impatient with
what she sees as the excessive sensitiv-
ity of younger generations, including
royals. Twice at recent public events,

when she was asked for her opinion of
the Duke and Duchess of Sussex’s de-
cision to move to California, she shot
back, “The farther away the better, as
far as I am concerned.”

In 1973, at a gathering at Glen
House, Princess Margaret, then for-
ty-two, met a garden designer seven-
teen years her junior, named Roddy
Llewellyn. They went on to have an
eight-year-long relationship, which
contributed to her divorce, in 1978. At
the time, it was a major scandal; as
Glenconner writes, Princess Margaret
was “the first high-profile member of
the Royal Family since King Henry
VIII” to end a marriage. The house-
party is dramatized in “The Crown,”
with Helena Bonham Carter, as the
Princess, lounging by the side of a pool
with Nancy Carroll, as Lady Anne,
pointing out possible beaux. Glencon-
ner says that, in fact, she merely in-
vited Llewellyn to make up the num-
bers at the party. In “Whatever Next?,”
she writes of the show, “They made it
look as if I was pimping for her,” re-
marking, “That would be taking being
a good hostess a bit too far in my opin-
ion.” Although she enjoyed the initial
episodes of “The Crown,” with their
representation of the coronation and
the young Queen’s adjustment to the
demands of her role, she found the dis-
tortions of later seasons—such as the
suggestion that the Duke of Edinburgh
bore some responsibility for his sister’s
death in a plane crash—unnecessary
and hurtful. “It’s fantasy,” Lady Glen-
conner tells the capacity crowds who
show up to see her at literary festivals,
and before whom she clearly revels in
finally being the center of attention.
“I'm the real thing.”

hen “Lady in Waiting” was first

published, Glenconner did not
dare send a copy to the Queen, who,
even as a child, had disapproved of the
way Anne and Princess Margaret rode
tricycles around the grand rooms of
Holkham Hall, or jumped out from
hiding places to surprise footmen car-
rying silver trays from the kitchen.
After the memoir was out, however,
Glenconner bumped into Sarah Fer-
guson, Duchess of York, who assured
her that “the boss”™—as Fergie charac-
terized the monarch—had loved the

24 THE NEW YORKER, FEBRUARY 13 & 20, 2023

book. Glenconner then sent the Queen
a signed copy.

It saddens Glenconner to drive past
Windsor Castle these days, now that
the Queen is gone, but she is good friends
with King Charles, whom she has known
since he was a boy. He was “like a younger
brother to me,” she writes. One of her
early memories of Charles is as a four-
year-old: on the day of Elizabeth II’s
coronation, Glenconner saw him pick
up his mother’s crown. “He has got all
these very, very good ideas,” she told me,
speaking of Charles’s long-standing com-
mitment to environmentalism and to
the regeneration of local economies. “He’s
got great passion.”

When the King is at Sandringham,
he sometimes invites Glenconner over
for dinner, sending a car to pick her up.
Shed been at Sandringham not long be-
fore we met at Holkham Hall, and there
had been talk of Lady Susan Hussey’s
resignation. Lady Susan’s daughter, Lady
Katherine Brooke, was recently ap-
pointed by Camilla as one of six Queen’s
companions, a newly created designa-
tion for a modernizing monarchy: there
will be no more ladies-in-waiting.

There had also been discussion of
King Charles’s coronation, which will
take place in May, on a scale much re-
duced from that of Queen Elizabeth.
There will reportedly be only two thou-
sand guests, as opposed to the eight
thousand who were at Westminster
Abbey seventy years ago. Competition
for seats at the Abbey is inevitable, with
not every titled grandee guaranteed a
spot. Glenconner said, “I think the dukes
will all come, because they are part of
the ceremony—they give their liege, or
whatever it is. But I think the other
peers and peeresses will have to ballot.”

As the mere eldest daughter of an
earl, Glenconner is unlikely to make
the cut if rank is the sole factor. But as
a family friend—and especially as a rare
living link to the coronation of 1953—
she hopes to be invited. She is not tak-
ing any chances at being overlooked.
“They have to be reminded,” she told
me. “Which I did.” Finding herself next
to King Charles, she had made full use
of the opportunity. “I am going to be a
bit cheeky now,” she informed His Maj-
esty, putting in her request right then.
Why ever not? There was nothing to
be gained by waiting. ¢



LUCI GUTIERREZ

SHOUTS & MURMURS

NICOLE KIDMAN
COMES TO MORE PLACES

BY BRUCE HANDY

he Oscar—winning actorand pandemic—
era AMC spokespersan 1s pressed into

furt/.)er service.

“WE COME TO THIS PLACE for
magic. (Walks through front door, smiles
with knowing anticipation) And for en-
velopes. For the magic of envelopes.
We come to Staples to laugh, to cry,
to care. Because we have an abiding
passion for office supplies. All of us.
(Conspiratorial nod) That indescribable
teeling we get when we walk down the
“Filing” aisle and run our fingers along
a twenty-four-pack of three-tab ma-
nila folders, and we go somewhere
we've never been before. (Look of bliss-
ful transport) Not just happily accept-
ing the fact that, without a real office
to go to anymore, we now have to pay
for things like pens, but somehow fu-
elled with an irresistible desire to own
ten of every width of Sharpie. (Gazes
gobsmacked at various displays) Post-its
plentiful enough to cover a medium-
sized city. Pencil sharpeners, pencil
holders ... pencils. Somehow, O.C.D.
teels good in a place like this. Our

Pendaflex accordion folders feel like

the best part of us, and ninety-nine-
dollar printers feel perfect and pow-
erful—and not doomed to break in six
months—because here (looks directly
at camera) . .. they are.” (Hypnotizes
viewers into downloading the Staples

Rewards app)

“WE COME TO THIS PLACE for
wings. (Walks through front door, smiles
with knowing anticipation) We come
to Buffalo Wild Wings to laugh, to cry,
to eat wings, wings, and more wings.
Because we need that. All of us. (Winks
at tables of guys going, “Oscar-winning
actor Nicole Kidman?! What are you doing
at a Buffalo Wild Wings in Lansing?”)
That indescribable feeling we get when
the waitress drops a party-size platter
of wings in front of us, with sides of
Original Buffalo sauce and Hellzapop-
pin’ Habanero, and we go somewhere
we've never been before. Not just full,
but stuffed. With wings. Together. In
public. Sticky tomato-based sauces on
our fingers and around our mouths.
(Dabs at corner of mouth with napkin,
delicately but purposefully) A meaning-
less Thursday-night game between the

Lions and the Jets on thirty screens.
(Eyes shimmer with bittersweet recogni-
tion of the fleeting nature of such plea-
sures) Somehow, heartburn feels good
in a place like this. (Flirty, kittenish
burp) Wings feel like the best part of
a chicken, and Buffalo Wild Wings
wings feel like the most delicious food
ever invented, and not just one step up
from offal, because here (looks directly
at camera) . . . they are.” (Hypnotizes
viewers into ordering another pitcher of

Bud Light)

“WE COME TO THIS PLACE for py-
rotechnics. And/or sex toys. (Walks
through front door, smiles with knowing
anticipation) We come to Rocket
Rick’s—the largest fireworks empo-
rium and adult superstore on I-80 in
Pennsylvania—to laugh, to cry, to find
the best deals on cherry bombs and
French ticklers in the greater Punxsut-
awney metropolitan area. Because we
need that. All of us. (Gracefully side-
steps DVD display featuring “Doing the
Ricardos”) Well, not me, per se. I'm
using ‘we’ in the sense that waiters do
when they say, ‘Are we ready to order?”’
or ‘Are we still working?” Meaning you.
You come to whichever places you like.
I come to...well,'m actually in a stu-
dio in Culver City in front of a green
screen. (Stands up, knocks over lights,
startles gaffer) Do you begrudge me
staying home? How many more places
must I come to this year? Isn't it enough
that I've entertained you in movies
across more than three decades, from
‘Days of Thunder’ (shakes out hair) to
‘The Hours’ (feigns attaching prosthetic
nose to face) to ‘Aquaman’? (Rubs fin-
gers together in money gesture) Doesn't
it count for anything that the Nicole
Kidman upscale pseudo-feminist sexy
murder mystery has become a peak-TV
staple? (Mimes stabbing an abusive hus-
band while chairing a private-school P1A
meeting in a cashmere pants-and-sweater
set) And don’t forget the full year I
spent shooting ‘Eyes Wide Shut.’
(Makes “cuckoo” sign by twirling index
Jinger next to temple) Must I alone carry
the weight of post-pandemic commerce
on my sculpted ivory shoulders? I give,
and I give, and I give. I endure your
tired Botox jokes. Please, don't make
me come to any more places ever again.”

(Tries to frown, fails) +
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ANNALS OF PSYCHOLOGY

NOT FOOLING ANYONE

The dubious rise of impostor syndrome.

BY LESLIE JAMISON

Long before Pauline Clance devel-
oped the idea of the impostor phe-
nomenon—now, to her frustration, more
commonly referred to as impostor syn-
drome—she was known by the nick-
name Tiny. Born in 1938 and raised in
Baptist Valley, in Appalachian Virginia,
she was the youngest of six children,
the daughter of a sawmill operator who
struggled to keep food on the table and
gas in the tank of his timber truck. Tiny
was ambitious—her photograph ap-
peared in the local newspaper after she
climbed onto a table to deliver her re-
buttal during a debate tournament—
but she was always second-guessing
herself. After nearly every test she took

(and usually aced), she would tell her
mother, “I think I failed it.” She was
shocked when she beat the football-
team captain for class president. She
was the first in her family to go to col-
lege—a high-school counsellor warned
her, “You'll be doing well if you get
C’s”—after which she earned a Ph.D.
in psychology, at the University of Ken-
tucky. But, everywhere she went, Clance
felt the same nagging sense of self-
doubt, the suspicion that shed some-
how tricked everyone else into think-
ing she belonged.

In the early seventies, as an assis-
tant professor at Oberlin College,
Clance kept hearing female students

The psychologists who developed the concept never imagined its current ubiquity.
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confessing experiences that reminded
her of her own: they were sure they'd
failed exams, even if they always did
well; they were convinced that they'd
been admitted because there had been
an error on their test scores or that
they'd fooled authority figures into
thinking they were smarter than they
actually were. Clance began compar-
ing notes with one of her colleagues,
Suzanne Imes, about their shared feel-
ings of fraudulence. Imes had grown
up in Abilene, Texas, with an older sis-
ter who early on had been deemed “the
smart one”; as a high schooler, Imes
had confessed anxieties to her mother
that sounded exactly like the ones
Clance had to hers. Imes particularly
remembered crying after a Latin test,
telling her mother, “I know I failed”
(among other things, she'd forgotten
the word for “farmer”). When it turned
out that she'd got an A, her mother
said, “I never want to hear about this
again.” But her accomplishment didn’t
make the feelings go away; it only made
her stop talking about them. Until she
met Clance.

One evening, they threw a party
for some of the Oberlin students,
complete with strobe lights and danc-
ing. But the students looked disap-
pointed and said, “We thought we
were going to be learning something.”
They were hypervigilant, so intent on
staving off the possibility of failure
that they couldn’t let loose for even a
night. So Clance and Imes turned the
party into a class, setting up a circle
of chairs and encouraging the stu-
dents to talk. After some of them
confessed that they felt like “impos-
tors” among their brilliant classmates,
Clance and Imes started referring to
the feelings they were observing as
“the impostor phenomenon.”

The pair spent five years talking
to more than a hundred and fifty
“successful” women: students and fac-
ulty members at several universities;
professionals in fields including law,
nursing, and social work. Then they
recorded their findings in a paper,
“The Impostor Phenomenon in High
Achieving Women: Dynamics and
Therapeutic Intervention.” They wrote
that women in their sample were par-
ticularly prone to “an internal experi-
ence of intellectual phoniness,” living
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in perpetual fear that “some significant
person will discover that they are in-
deed intellectual impostors.” But it was
precisely this process of discovery that
helped Clance and Imes formulate the
concept—as they recognized feelings
in each other, and in their students, that
they’d been experiencing all their lives.
At first, the paper kept getting re-
jected. “Weirdly, we didn’t get impos-
tor feelings about that,” Clance told
me, when I visited her at her home, in
Atlanta. “We believed in what we were
trying to say.” It was eventually pub-
lished in 1978, in the journal Psycho-
therapy: Theory, Research, and Practice.
The paper spread like an underground
zine. People kept writing to Clance to
ask for copies, and she sent out so many
that the person working the copy ma-
chine in her department asked, “What
are you doing with all these?” For de-
cades, Clance and Imes saw their con-
cept steadily gaining traction—in 1985,
Clance published a book, “The Impos-
tor Phenomenon,” and also released an
official “I.P. scale” for researchers to li-
cense for use in their own studies—but
it wasn’t until the rise of social media
that the idea, by now rebranded as “im-
postor syndrome,” truly exploded.
Almost fifty years after its formu-
lation, the concept has achieved a level
of cultural saturation that Clance and
Imes never imagined. Clance main-
tains a list of studies and articles that
have referenced their original idea; it
is now more than two hundred pages
long. The concept has inspired a micro-
industry of self-help books, ranging in
tone from #girlboss self-empowered
sass (“The Middle Finger Project: Trash
Your Imposter Syndrome and Live the
Unf*ckwithable Life You Deserve”) to
unapologetic earnestness (“Yes! You
Are Good Enough: End Imposter
Syndrome, Overthinking and Perfec-
tionism and Do What YOU Want”).

“The Imposter Syndrome Workbook”

invites readers to draw their impostor
voice as a creature or a monster of their
choosing, to cross-examine their neg-
ative self-talk, and to fill a “Self-Love
Mason Jar” with written affirmations
and accomplishments.

The phrase “impostor syndrome”

often elicits a fierce sense of identifi-
cation, especially from millennial and
Gen X women. When I put out a call

on Twitter for experiences of impostor
syndrome, I was flooded with responses.
“Do you have room in your inbox for
roughly 180,000 words?” a high-level
publishing executive wrote. A graduate
of Trinity College Dublin confessed
that her feelings of fraudulence were
so strong that she’d been unable to
enter the college’s library for her en-
tire first year. A university administra-
tor said, “I grew up on a pig farm in
rural Illinois. Whenever I attend a
fancy event, even if it is one I am pro-
ducing, I feel like people will still see
hayseed in my hair.” An artisanal-cider
maker wrote, “I've made endless ci-
ders, but each and every time that I
start fermenting, my mind goes, “This
is the one when everyone will find out
you don’t know what you’re doing.””

The eminent are not immune. In
fact, Clance and Imes argued force-
fully in their original study that suc-
cess was not a cure. Maya Angelou
once said, “I have written eleven books,
but each time I think, Uh-oh, they’re
going to find out now. I've run a game
on everybody, and they’re going to find
me out.” Neil Gaiman, in a commence-
ment address that went viral, described
his fear of being busted by the “fraud
police,” whom he imagined showing
up at his door with a clipboard to tell
him he had no right to live the life he
was living. (Although men do report
teeling like impostors, the experience
is primarily associated with women,
and the word “impostor” has been
granted special feminized forms—"im-
postrix,” “impostress”—since the six-
teen-hundreds.)

Clance and Imes remain stunned
by how broadly their idea has circu-
lated. “We had no idea,” Imes said.
“We were just as surprised as every-
one else.” But their ambitions were
never small. “We saw suffering in a lot
of people, and we hoped we could help,”
Imes told me. “We wanted to change
people’s lives.”

lance lives in a craftsman bunga-

low in Druid Hills, a leafy At-
lanta neighborhood. When I visited,
the first thing that I noticed in the
front hallway was a wooden statue of
a naked woman triumphantly holding
a mask above her head. Masks feature
prominently in Clance’s writing on the

impostor phenomenon. Her book has
three main sections—“Putting on the
Mask,” “The Personality Behind the
Mask,” and “Taking Oft the Mask™—
and argues that impostor feelings come
from a conviction that “I have to mask
who I am.”

Now eighty-four years old, Clance
has a slight, birdlike frame and is nim-
ble-minded and aftable. Draped in a
wool blanket and sipping on a protein
shake, she told me about years of ther-
apeutic work with clients experiencing
the impostor phenomenon, work that
often focussed on early family dynam-
ics. Clance and Imes’s original paper
identified two distinct family patterns
that gave rise to impostor feelings: ei-
ther women had a sibling who had been
identified as “the smart one” or else
they themselves had been identified as
“superior in every way—intellect, per-
sonality, appearance, talent.” The pair
theorized that women in the first group
are driven to find the validation they
didn’t get at home but end up doubt-
ing whatever validation later comes
their way; those in the second group
encounter a disconnect between their
parents’unrealistic faith in their capac-
ities and the experience of fallibility
that life inevitably brings. For both
types of “impostors,” the crisis comes
from the disjunction between the mes-
sages received from their parents and
the messages received from the world.
Are my parents right (that I'm inade-
quate), or is the world right (that I'm
capable)? Or, conversely, are my par-
ents right (that I'm perfect), or is the
world right (that I'm failing)? This gap
gives rise to a conviction that either the
parent is wrong or the world is.

The impostor begins to do every-
thing possible to prevent being discov-
ered in her self-perceived deficiencies.
Clance and Imes cite one client who,
as a child, “pretended to be ‘sick’ for
three consecutive Fridays when spell-
ing bees were held. She could not bear
the thought of her parents finding
out she could not win the spelling con-
test.” Another client pretended to be
playing with art supplies instead of
studying whenever her mother walked
into the room, because her mother had
taught her that naturally smart people
don’t have to study.

Clance and Imes describe the cycle
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“If the clients want to put a pin in my idea, I'll put a pin in them!”

that impostor feelings often produce—
a sense of impending failure that in-
spires frenzied hard work, and short-
lived gratification when failure is staved
off, quickly followed by the return of
the old conviction that failure is im-
minent. Some women adopt a kind
of magical thinking about their pes-
simism: daring to believe in success
would actually doom them to failure,
so failure must be anticipated instead.
The typical case hides her own opin-
ions, fearing that they will be seen as
stupid; she might seek the approval
of a mentor but then believe it has
been secured only because of charm
or appeal; she may hate herself for
even needing this validation, taking
the need itself as proof of her intel-
lectual phoniness.

Repeated successes usually don't
break the cycle, Clance and Imes em-
phasize. All the frenzied efforts and
mental calculations that are directed
into preventing the discovery of one’s
inadequacy and fraudulence ultimately
just reinforce the belief in this inad-
equate, fraudulent version of the self.

Clance has seen clients healed not
by success but by the kind of reso-

nance she found with Imes. Bolstered
and sustained by group therapy with
other women—it’s easier to believe
other women aren’t impostors—they
can then bring this recognition of
others’ delusion back to themselves.
Sometimes Clance asked clients to
keep a notebook recording how they
deflected compliments (reminding
me of a woman who tweeted about
reckoning with impostor feelings by
creating a file on her computer called
“evidence I'm not an idiot”). Clance
also often gave clients “homework as-
signments,” such as asking them to
study for only six hours for an up-
coming test, rather than twelve. The
mere idea of this gave me a pang of
anxiety, and I ventured that it would
be terrible if they ended up failing as
a result. She nodded. “Yep. Then you
really set them back.”

lance and Imes have remained

friends, and both relocated from
Ohio to Atlanta nearly forty years
ago—Clance to teach at Georgia State,
Imes to get a Ph.D. there. For a while,
they even practiced therapy in the same
building, a stucco house tucked away
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at the end of a long, shaded driveway,
where Imes still sees clients. I met her
there the day after Stacey Abrams lost
her second gubernatorial bid, and the
neighborhood was peppered with lawn
signs that now seemed elegiac. Imes’s
office was a cozy den of soft couches
and throw pillows, walls hung with
quilts, and a Peruvian rice goddess
dangling above us—necklace-draped,
wings outstretched.

Imes has white curly hair and wore
dark-red lipstick and bulky clogs that
she slipped off immediately—*I think
better without my shoes”—so that she
could place her feet beside me on the
couch. (Later, she told me she has writ-
ten on the role of physical touch in
therapy.) A bookshelf behind her fea-
tured family photos from her clients.
Imes asked if I got anxious before in-
terviews like this—confessing that she
always does—and soon I was talking
about how shy I'd been in junior high
school, and how I still worried that the
wrong interview questions would ex-
pose how little I knew about the sub-
ject, or somehow reveal that I'm not a
“real” journalist. Run-of-the-mill im-
postor feelings.

Imes told me that her own impostor
teelings flared up when she was apply-
ing for Ph.D. programs while studying
at the Gestalt Institute of Cleveland.
But as a therapist she found the Ge-
stalt approach well suited to reckon-
ing with such feelings; she explained
that the Gestalt method involves own-
ing all the various parts of yourself, ac-
cepting them instead of trying to get
rid of them, and understanding their
function in the larger whole. In this
way, the approach offers not only an
antidote to the belief in a shameful
self at the core of one’s being, a ker-
nel that must be concealed, but also
an intrinsic understanding of the self
as many selves, rather than static or
overly coherent.

Both Imes and Clance underwent
Gestalt therapy, and Clance found that
the work helped her recognize more
tully what her mother—not always a
deeply nurturing presence in her life—
had done for her, and for their whole
tamily. When I asked Clance if reck-
oning with delusions about her own
deficiency had been connected to reck-
oning with the primal delusion of her



mother as a “deficient” mother, she
said yes, absolutely. Ultimately, she felt
that her mother was able to appreci-
ate the career she'd built, and the per-
son she’d become. One time, she was
visiting home and her mother called
on her to talk to a relative in distress:
“Tiny, you need to get down here, be-
cause he’s going to kill himself!” The
request seemed like proof that her
mother understood the importance of
her work. In that moment, Clance felt
some congruence between the mes-
sages she was getting from the world
and the messages she was getting from
her mother, a bridging of the gap she'd
helped other women notice in their
childhoods.

As part of the process of under-
standing and accepting various as-
pects of the self, Gestalt often involves
“empty-chair” work, in which you
might have an imagined conversation
with someone important—a dead
mother, a former lover—and play out
both parts of the conversation, some-
times switching chairs, in order to
reckon with the lasting influence of
the relationship. A philosophy pointed
toward integration makes sense as an
antidote to impostor feelings, which
can fuel a selective self-presentation
driven by shame: I can show only this
part of myself and must keep that part
of myself hidden.

One of the cornerstones of the work
Clance and Imes did with their clients
was an empty-chair exercise in which
they were asked to imagine having
conversations with all the authority
figures they'd ever “tricked”into think-
ing they were smarter or more com-
petent than they actually were. Clance
would gently invite them to consider
the ways that their impostor feelings
constituted, implicitly, a kind of solip-
sism—understanding everyone else as
so easily tricked—telling them, “Line
up all the professors you fooled and
say, ‘I fooled you!’”

he first time I used the phrase “im-

postor syndrome” about myself, I
was—as it happens—describing expe-
riences I'd had with my own profes-
sors. This was 2015, and I'd given a
lecture at a small liberal-arts college
in Michigan. At a dinner afterward, I
found myself telling a professor about

the anxieties I'd experienced as a Ph.D.
student. In seminars, I often felt as if
anything I said aloud would reveal that
I did not understand the first thing
about Heidegger; or that I had read
only three chapters of “Discipline and
Punish.” Once, in a moment of panic,
I'd said I Joved Donna Haraway, afraid
to confess that I'd never read her at all,
and I was sometimes confronted with
this fraudulent love, an impostor even
in my affinities.

The experience I was trying to de-
scribe was more specific than mere
self-doubt; it was a fear of being found
out,revealed for what I really was. And
it was an anxiety that I felt complicit
in, having produced these false fronts
with my lies. I didn't feel that I was
saying anything particularly dramatic.
By then, impostor syndrome was al-
ready something that people routinely
confessed about their experiences in
high-achieving environments. But
it did feel like a genuine exposure of
various low-key humiliations: the
blooming circles of dark sweat under
my armpits as I larded my sentences
with jargon, the scrambled, panicked
posturing of theoretical preferences.

Once I'd finished this brief sum-
mary of my impostor syndrome—try-
ing on the term, which wasn't one I
could remember using before—my din-
ner companion, another white female
academic, replied curtly, “That’s such
a white-lady thing to say.”

In the wake of her comment, the
table quieted a bit as people sensed—
the way a constellation of strangers

&

often can—the presence of some minor
friction. My seatmate and I turned to
the only woman of color at the table,
a Black professor, so that she could,
presumably, tell us what to think about
the whiteness of impostor syndrome,
though perhaps there were things she
wanted to do (like finish eating din-
ner) more than she wanted to medi-

ate a spat between two white ladies
about whether we were saying white-
lady things or not. She graciously ex-
plained that she didn’t particularly
identify with the experience. She hadn’t
often felt like an impostor, because
she had more frequently found her-
self in situations where her compe-
tence or intelligence had been under-
estimated than in ones where it was
taken for granted.

In the years since then, I've heard
many women of color—friends, col-
leagues, students, and people I've in-
terviewed on the subject—articulate
some version of this sentiment. Lisa
Factora-Borchers, a Filipinx American
author and activist, told me, “When-
ever I'd hear white friends talk about
impostor syndrome, I'd wonder, How
can you think you're an impostor when
every mold was made for you? When
you see mirror reflections of yourself
everywhere, and versions of what your
success might look like?”

Adaira Landry, an emergency-
medicine physician at Brigham and
Women’s Hospital and a faculty mem-
ber at Harvard Medical School, told
me about her first day at the U.C.L.A.
med school. Landry, a first-generation
college student from an African Amer-
ican family, met a fellow first-year stu-
dent, a man, who was already wearing
a white coat, although they hadn’t yet
had their white-coat ceremony. His
mother was in health care and his sis-
ter was in med school, and theyd in-
formed him that if he wanted to be an
orthopedic surgeon, which he did, it
would be beneficial to start shadow-
ing someone immediately. Landry went
home that night feeling dispirited, as
if she were already falling behind, and

a classmate told her, “Don’t worry, you

just have impostor syndrome.”

For Landry, this was only the first
of many instances of what she calls
“the misdiagnosis of impostor syn-
drome.” Landry understands now that
what her classmate characterized as
a crisis of self-doubt was simply an
observation of an external truth—the
concrete impact of connections and
privilege. Eventually, Landry looked
up Clance and Imes’s 1978 paper;
she didn’t identify with the people
described in it. “They interviewed a
set of primarily white women lacking
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confidence, despite being surrounded
by an educational system and work-
force that seemed to recognize their
excellence,” she told me. “As a Black
woman, [ was unable to find myself
in that paper.”

Since then, Landry has had count-
less conversations with students who
feel they are struggling with impos-
tor syndrome, and she usually senses
a palpable relief when she suggests
that they are feeling like this not be-
cause there is something wrong with
them but because they are “enveloped
in a system that fails to support them.”
Ironically, her students’relief at being
liberated from the label of impostor
syndrome reminds me of the relief
that Clance and Imes witnessed when
they first offered the concept to their
clients. In both cases, women were
being told, “You are not an impostor.
You are enough.” In one case, an ex-
perience was diagnosed; in the other,
the diagnosis was removed.

n 2020, almost fifty years after
Clance and Imes collaborated on
their article, another pair of women
collaborated on an article about im-
postor syndrome—this one pushing

back fiercely against the idea. In “Stop

Telling Women They Have Imposter
Syndrome,” published in the Harvard
Business Review, in February, 2021,
Ruchika Tulshyan and Jodi-Ann
Burey argue that the label implies that
women are suffering from a crisis of
self-confidence and fails to recognize
the real obstacles facing professional
women, especially women of color—
essentially, that it reframes systemic
inequality as an individual pathology.
As they put it, “Imposter syndrome
directs our view toward fixing women
at work instead of fixing the places
where women work.”

Tulshyan started hearing the term
a decade ago, when she left a job in
journalism to work in the Seattle tech
industry. She was attending women’s
leadership conferences where it seemed
that everyone was talking about im-
postor syndrome and “the confidence
gap,” but no one was talking about
gender bias and systemic racism. She
got tired of hearing women, especially
white women—her own heritage is
Indian Singaporean—comparing notes
on who had the most severe impos-
tor syndrome. It seemed like another
version of women sharing worries
about their weight, a kind of commu-
nal self-deprecation that reiterated
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“Then you make a little well in the middle for the water...”

oppressive metrics rather than dis-
rupting them.

During the early pandemic, she met
up with Burey—another woman of
color working in Seattle tech—for an
outdoor lunch, and they compared
notes on their shared frustration with
the idea of impostor syndrome. There
was a tremendous feeling of relief and
resonance. As Tulshyan put it, “It was
like everybody is telling you the sky is
green, and suddenly you tell your friend,
I think the sky is blue, and she sees it
this way as well.”

Burey, who was born in Jamaica,
didn’t feel like an impostor; she felt
enraged by the systems that had been
built to disenfranchise her. She also
didn’t experience any yearning to be-
long, to inhabit certain spaces of power.
“White women want to access power,
they want to sit at the table,” she told
me. “Black women say, This table is
rotten, this table is hurting everyone.”
She resisted knee-jerk empowerment
rhetoric that seemed to encourage a
damaging bravado: “I didn’t want to
beef up myself to inflict more harm.”

At their lunch, Tulshyan mentioned
that she was writing a piece about
impostor syndrome, and Burey imme-
diately asked her, “Did you read the
original article?” Like Adaira Landry,
Burey had felt impelled to look it up
and had been struck by its limitations.
It wasn't a clinical study but a set of
anecdotal observations, she told Tul-
shyan, largely gleaned from “high-
achieving” white women who had re-
ceived much affirmation from the
world. “I must have spoken for twenty
minutes uninterrupted,” Burey recalled.
After that, Tulshyan said, “It’s done.
We're collaborating.”

Like Clance and Imes, Tulshyan and
Burey recognized in each other versions
of the feelings that they themselves had
been harboring—only these were feel-
ings about the world, rather than about
their psyches. They were sick of peo-
ple talking about women having im-
postor syndrome rather than talking
about biases in hiring, promotion, lead-
ership, and compensation. They came
to believe that a concept designed to
liberate women from their shame—to
help them confront the delusion of their
own insufficiency—had become yet an-
other way to keep them disempowered.



When I asked Clance and Imes
about Tulshyan and Burey’s critiques,
they agreed with many of them, con-
ceding that their original sample and
parameters were limited. Although
their model had actually acknowl-
edged (rather than obscured) the role
that external factors played in creat-
ing impostor feelings, it focussed on
things such as family dynamics and
gender socialization rather than on
systemic racism and other legacies of
inequality. But they also pointed out
that the popularization of their idea
as a “syndrome”had distorted it. Every
time Imes hears the phrase “impostor
syndrome,” she told me, it lodges in
her gut. It’s technically incorrect, and
conceptually misleading. As Clance
explained, the phenomenon is “an ex-
perience rather than a pathology,”and
their aim was always to normalize this
experience rather than to pathologize
it. Their concept was never meant to
be a solution for inequality and prej-
udice in the workplace—a task for
which it would necessarily prove in-
sufficient. Indeed, Clance’s own thera-
peutic practice was anything but obliv-
ious of the external structural forces
highlighted by Tulshyan and Burey.
When mothers came to Clance de-
scribing their impostor feelings around
parenting, her advice was not “Work
on your feelings.” It was “Get more
child care.”

Tulshyan and Burey never antici-
pated how much attention their arti-
cle would receive. It has been trans-
lated and published all over the world,
and is one of the most widely shared
articles in the history of the Harvard
Business Review. They heard from peo-
ple who had been given negative per-
formance evaluations that featured
euphemisms for impostor syndrome
(“lacks confidence” or “lacks executive
presence”) and even refused promo-
tions on these grounds. The diagno-
sis has become a cultural force forti-
tying the very phenomenon it was
supposed to cure.

A s the backlash against the concept
of impostor syndrome spreads,
other critiques have emerged. If ev-
eryone has it, does it exist at all? Or
are we simply experiencing a kind of
humility inflation? Perhaps the wide-

spread practice of confessing self-
doubt has begun to encourage—to
demand, even—repeated confessions
of the very experience that the orig-
inal concept was trying to dissolve.
The writer and comedian Viv Groskop
believes that impostor syndrome has
become a blanket term obscuring
countless other problems, everything
from long COVID to the patriarchy.
She told me a story about standing
in front of five hundred women and
telling them, “Raise your hand if you
have experienced impostor syndrome.”
Almost every woman raised her hand.
When Groskop asked, “Who here
has never experienced impostor syn-
drome?,” only one (brave) woman did.
But, at the end of the talk, this out-
lier came up to apologize—worried
that it was somehow arrogant 7oz to
have impostor syndrome.

Hearing this story, I began to won-
der if I'd confessed my own feelings
of impostor syndrome to Dr. Imes
as a kind of admission fee, to claim
my seat—like putting my ante into
the pot at a poker game. Who had
made it possible for me to play this
game? When I asked my mother,
who is seventy-eight, if the concept
resonated, she said it didn’t; she'd
struggled more with proving herself
than with feeling like a fraud. She
told me she suspected that most
women in her generation (and even
more in her mother’s) were likelier to
feel the opposite—“that we were being
underestimated.”

For many younger women, there’s

mn

a horoscope eftect at play: certain as-
pects of the experience, if defined ca-
paciously enough, are so common as
to be essentially universal. The Aus-
tralian scholar and critic Rebecca Har-
kins-Cross—who often felt like an
impostor during her university days,
struggling with insecurities she now
connects to her working-class back-
ground—has become suspicious of
the ways impostor syndrome serves a
capitalist culture of striving. She told
me, “Capitalism needs us a// to feel
like impostors, because feeling like an
impostor ensures we’ll strive for end-
less progress: work harder, make more
money, try to be better than our for-
mer selves and the people around us.”

On the flip side, this relentless pres-
sure deepens the exhilarating allure
of people—specifically, women—who
truly are impostors but refuse to see
themselves as such. Think of the mass
fascination with the antiheroine Anna
Delvey (a.k.a. Anna Sorokin), who
masqueraded as an heiress in order
to infiltrate a wealthy world of New
York socialites, and the hypnotic train
wreck of Elizabeth Holmes, who built
a nine-billion-dollar company based
on fraudulent claims about her abil-
ity to diagnose a variety of diseases
from a single drop of blood. Why do
these women enthrall us? In the tele-
vision adaptations that turned their
lives into soap operas—“Inventing
Anna’and “The Dropout”™—their hu-
bris offers a thrilling counterpoint to
beleaguered self-doubt: Anna’s extra-
vagant cash tips and gossamer caftans,
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her willingness to overstay her wel-
come on a yacht in Ibiza, her utter
conviction—even once she was in
jail—that it was the wor/d that had
been wrong, rather than her.

These stories gleaned much of their
narrative momentum from the con-
stant threat of revelation: when would
these impostors be discovered? Pay-
ing for things on credit without being
able to afford them literalizes a cru-
cial facet of impostor syndrome: the
anxiety that you are getting what you
have not paid for and do not deserve;
that you will eventually be found out,
and your bill will come due. (Capi-
talism always wants you to believe
you have a bill to pay.) Part of the lure
of these stories is the looming satis-
faction of seeing the impostors re-
vealed and exposed. For some of us,
it’s akin to the pleasure of pushing on
a bruise, watching the community
punish the impostor we believe exists
inside ourselves.

Ruchika Tulshyan told me, “If it
was up to me, we would do away
with the idea of impostor syndrome
entirely.” Jodi-Ann Burey allows that
the concept has been useful in cor-
porate contexts, offering a shared lan-
guage for talking about self-doubt
and a “soft entry” into conversations
about toxic workplaces, but she, too,
feels it is time to bid it farewell. She
wants to say, “Thank you for your fifty
years of service,” and to start looking
directly at systems of bias, rather than
talsely pathologizing individuals.

Is there some version of impostor
syndrome that can be salvaged? Pull-
ing back from the corporate world to
look at the concept more broadly, it
seems clear that the #girlboss brand-
ing of impostor syndrome has done
a disservice to the concept as well as
to the workplaces it has failed to im-
prove. The tale of these two pairs of
women—~Clance and Imes formulat-
ing their idea in the seventies, and
Tulshyan and Burey pushing back in
2020—belongs to the larger intellec-
tual story of second-wave feminism
receiving necessary correctives from
the third wave. Much of this correc-
tive work results from women of color
asking white feminism to acknowl-
edge a complicated matrix of exter-

nal forces—including structural rac-
ism and income inequality—at play
in every internal experience. Identi-
tying impostor feelings does not ne-
cessitate denying the forces that pro-
duced them. It can, in fact, demand
the opposite: understanding that the
damage from these external forces
often becomes part of the internal
weave of the self. Although many of
the most fervent critics of impostor
syndrome are women of color, it’s also
the case that many people of color
do identify with the experience. In
tact, research studies have repeatedly
shown that impostor syndrome dis-
proportionately affects them. This
finding contradicts what I was told
years ago—that impostor syndrome
is a “white lady” problem—and sug-
gests instead that the people most
vulnerable to the syndrome are not
the ones it first described.

If we reclaim the impostor phe-
nomenon from the false category of
“syndrome,” then we can allow it to
do the work it does best, which is to
depict a particular texture of interior
experience: the fear of being exposed
as inadequate. As a concept, it is most
useful in its particular nuances—not
as a vague synonym for insecurity or
self-doubt but as a way to describe the
more specific delusion of being a fraud
who has successfully deceived some
external audience. Understood like
this, it becomes an experience not di-
luted but defined by its ubiquity. It
names the gap that persists between
the internal experiences of selfhood—
multiple, contradictory, incoherent,
striated with shame and desire—and
the imperative to present a more co-
herent, composed, continuous self to
the world.

The psychoanalyst Nuar Alsadir,
in her book “Animal Joy,” explains im-
postor syndrome by drawing on D. W.
Winnicott’s concepts of “false self”
and “true self.” She sees the anxiety as
stemming from “a False Self that is so
fortified by layers of compliant behav-
ior that it loses contact with the raw
impulses and expressions that char-
acterize the True Self.” Attempts to
prevent the discovery of one’s “true
self” end up compounding the belief
that this self, were it ever discovered,
would be rejected and dismissed.
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Impostor feelings often arise most
acutely from threshold-crossing—
from one social class to another, one
culture to another, one vocation to
another—something akin to what
Pierre Bourdieu called the “split hab-
itus,” the self dwelling in two worlds
at once. The college library and the
sawmill. The fancy parties and the
pig farm. When I spoke to Stepha-
nie Land, the best-selling author of
“Maid,” her memoir about cleaning
houses to support herself as a single
mother, she described her own im-
postor feelings as an experience of
class whiplash: occupying spaces of
privilege after she'd grown famous for
writing about economic hardship.
When she flew first class with her
teen-age daughter to see a Lizzo con-
cert, and a stranger thanked her for
her writing, Land felt that she'd been
caught somewhere she didn’t belong—
as if flying first class made her cur-
rent self a fraud, or else her past self
a fraud; or somehow both versions of
her were fraudulent at once.

Land’s sense of impostordom also
stems from the fact that her personal
story is frequently interpreted as a
consoling fable of class mobility. “I'm
very conscious that my story is the
palatable kind of poor-person story,”
she has written. “I am Little Orphan
Annie skipping around in new shoes.”
When people love her story, she told
me, they are loving a version of the
American Dream that she thinks of
as the American Myth. When her life
is distorted and misunderstood in this
way, it becomes a kind of impostor
plot—and it makes her feel like an
impostor as well.

Land’s observations helped me re-
alize that the impostor phenomenon,
as a concept, effectively functions as
an emotional filing cabinet organiz-
ing a variety of fraught feelings that
we can experience as we try to recon-
cile three aspects of our personhood:
how we experience ourselves, how we
present ourselves to the world, and
how the world reflects that self back
to us. The phenomenon names an un-
spoken, ongoing crisis arising from
the gaps between these various ver-
sions of the self, and designates not a
syndrome but an inescapable part of
being alive. ¢
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person can live in many places
but can settle in only one. You

may not understand the differ-
ence until you've found the city or the
town or the patch of countryside that
sounds a distinct internal chord. For
much of my life, I was on the move. I
grew up in Texas, in Abilene and Dal-
las, but as soon as the gate opened I fled
the sterile culture, the retrograde poli-
tics, the absence of natural beauty. I met
my wife, Roberta, in New Orleans. She
was also on the run, from the racism
and suffocating conformity of Mobile,
Alabama. In our married life, we have
lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts;
Cairo, Egypt; Quitman, Texas; Durham,
North Carolina; Nashville; and At-

LETTER FROM TEXAS

NO CITY LIMITS

My town, Austin, known for laid-back weirdness, is transforming into a turbocharged tech capital.

BY LAWRENCE WRIGHT

lanta—all desirable places with much
to recommend. We travelled the world.
I'have spent stretches of my professional
life in the places you would expect—
New York, Los Angeles, and Washing-
ton, D.C., all cities that I revere, but not
places we chose to settle.
Unconsciously, during those vaga-
bond years, we were on the lookout for
home. I nursed a conception of an ideal
community, one that combined quali-
ties I loved about other places: the phys-
ical beauty, say, of Atlanta; the joyful
music-making of New Orleans; an in-
tellectual scene fed by an important uni-
versity, as in Cambridge or Durham; a
place with a healthy energy and ready

access to nature, such as Denver or Se-

attle; a spot where we could comfort-
ably find friends and safely raise chil-
dren. I'm not saying that we couldn’t
have been happy in any of the places
I've mentioned, but something kept us
from profoundly identifying with them.

In 1980, I joined the writing staft of
Texas Monthly, in Austin. The popula-
tion then was a little more than three
hundred thousand—the current size of
Lexington, Kentucky. Thirteen per cent
of Austin residents were University of
Texas students; another five per cent
were faculty and staff. The only other
significant presence in town was the
state capitol. You could park free on
most streets. Of the limited offering of
restaurants in town, we favored the Raw

Refugees from Silicon Valley, Hollywood, and New York are stampeding into the city, with outsized power to shape its future.
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Deal, a greasy spoon where, for five
bucks, you could choose between the
pork chop and the sirloin, accompanied
by red beans and Pabst Blue Ribbon.
Above the register was the surly admo-
nition “Remember: you came looking
for the Raw Deal—the Raw Deal didn't
come looking for you.”

Life in Austin was offbeat, affordable,
spontaneous, blithe, and slyly amused,
as if we were in on some hilarious se-
cret the rest of the world was unaware
of. Even then, the place had a reputa-
tion for being cool, but in my experi-
ence it was just extremely relaxed, al-
most to the point of stupor. There was
a reason that the director Richard Link-
later titled his 1990 portrait of the city
“Slacker.” I was happy to be in Austin
for a while: it embodied all the things I
still loved about Texas—the friendliness,
the vitality, the social mobility—yet it
also stood against the mean-spirited-
ness of the state’s politics, despite being
the capital city. Staying, though, violated
my resolution to keep my distance from
Texas. But Roberta declared that she
was never going to live anyplace else.

“Keep Austin Weird” was the city’s

ILLUSTRATION BY CHRISTIAN NORTHEAST

unofficial motto—you saw it on bumper
stickers, guitar cases, and VW buses,
often alongside another slogan, “On-
ward Thru the Fog.” That one is harder
to explain. In 1967, Gilbert Shelton, the
creator of the “Fabulous Furry Freak
Brothers” comic books, imagined a char-
acter named Oat Willie—a scrawny,
bare-chested guy with a Pinocchio nose,
wearing polka-dot underwear, carrying
a blazing torch, and standing in a bucket
of oats on wheels. Austin’s druggy coun-
terculture adopted the character as its
mascot; a popular head shop was named
Oat Willie’s. An origin story explained
the character. Oat, a student at U.T,,
was conducting an experiment on oat
seeds when he was shocked by the news
that President Kennedy had been as-
sassinated: “T’hunderstruck, he failed to
notice that his hand had brushed a con-
trol knob, releasing RADIOACTIVE EL-
EMENTS into his oat bucket!” When
Oat Willie climbed into the bucket to
mash the oats, the RADIOACTIVE EL-
EMENTS caused his feet to fuse to the
bottom. There was no remedy, so he at-
tached wheels to the bucket, like an
early Segway. After various adventures,

Oat Willie wound up in New York, ar-
riving as fog smothered the city. Peo-
ple were stranded. “SAVE ME!” they cried.
“WHERE ARE MY HANDS?” Fortunately,
the oat bucket floated, and Oat man-
aged to paddle to the Statue of Liberty
and borrow her torch. As he guided
New Yorkers to safety, he cried, “On-
ward through the fog!” If this makes
sense to you, you should have been in
Austin back in the day.

The city was pretty, with cypress-lined
Lady Bird Lake dividing it between
north and south. A burgeoning literary
scene grew out of Texas Monthly, and
hundreds of working bands filled clubs
and dives. There were a handful of tall
buildings downtown, mostly banks. I re-
call standing in the conference room on
the top floor of the tallest one, a twenty-
six-story tower, and looking out at Aus-
tin's unobstructed downtown core: park-
ing lots and warehouses and a small
commercial district. To the north was
the gorgeous capitol, fashioned from
pinkish granite, and beyond that the
University of Texas, whose buildings
were made of limestone and Spanish
tiles. To the south, across the river, was
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Travis Heights, the neighborhood where
we lived at the time and where Roberta
taught at a public elementary school.
West of that was Zilker Park and its hal-
lowed swimming hole, Barton Springs.
On the east side were the communities
of color, segregated from the rest of the
city by I-35, sometimes called the Inter-
racial Highway. For all its charms, Aus-
tin was beset by racial divi-
sions that have undermined
its character and its reputa-
tion to this day.

Residents appreciated
that Austin felt like a small
town. Though we endured
a lot of inconveniences—
you had to change planes if
you wanted to go almost

I'm on keyboards.) He recently told me,
“There’s a line in ‘Civilization and Its
Discontents’in which Freud invites the
reader to think about Rome not as a
geographic space but as a psychic space.”
We were on the patio of Julio’s Café,
one of our favorite lunchtime spots, al-
though you have to guard your food
from the grackles. “I think it’s true,” he
went on. “We have an emo-
tional relationship to cities.
We identify with them—
not always without ambiv-
alence.” We can complain
about traffic, for instance,
or the failure of services,
“but when any calamity
happens we are suddenly
aware of the sense of loss

anywhere out of state—it
seemed worth the trade-off.
We looked at Dallas and Houston with
dread. The mantra was “If we don’t build
it, they won’t come.” I hoped that Aus-
tin, if it did grow, would initiate height
restrictions that would keep the city hu-
manely proportioned, like Washington
or Paris. Who needed skyscrapers in
Austin? Everywhere you looked, there
was vacant or scarcely used land.

Several months ago, I got to induct
Joe Ely, the rocking Texas troubadour,
into the Austin City Limits Hall of Fame.
I spoke about how Ely, a Lubbock na-
tive, had moved to Austin as a young
guitarist, alternating shows with Stevie
Ray Vaughan at a club called the One
Knite, where they'd make maybe fifteen
bucks in tips. Ely had been supplement-
ing his income in a quintessentially Aus-
tin fashion: as a llama herder in a circus.

After the induction ceremony, Ro-
berta and I spent a night in the W hotel,
adjacent to the Moody Theatre, where
“Austin City Limits” is taped. When
Roberta opened the blinds, we had a
sensation known to every longtime res-
ident: we had no idea where we were.
It was difficult even to discern what di-
rection we were facing, because skyscrap-
ers blocked the horizon. Ten building
cranes were visible from that one win-
dow. Today, two projects are competing
to claim the title of tallest building in
Texas, one at seventy-four stories and
the other at eighty.

I play in a local band with Ricardo
Ainslie, a psychologist and professor at
the University of Texas. (Rico’s on guitar;

or of psychic dislocation.
When our cities undergo
profound transformation, it poses chal-
lenges for us.” He added, “No city in
America has changed more than Aus-
tin has in the last two decades.”

Austin is the fastest-growing major
metro area in America, having expanded
by a third in the past ten years. It is al-
ready the eleventh-largest city. New jobs
mop up newcomers as fast as they ar-
rive. Every day, the metro area adds
three hundred and fifty-five new resi-
dents, while two hundred and thirty-
eight Austinites depart, many of them
squeezed out by high rents and prop-
erty taxes, or by the disaffection so many
of us feel because of the pace of change
and the loss of qualities that once de-
fined the city. Austin is now character-
ized by stifling traffic and unaffordable
restaurants. It was never known as a
home for billionaires and celebrities, but
in the past few years notable refugees
from Silicon Valley, Hollywood, and
New York have stampeded into town,
with different expectations about what
Austin should become—and outsized
power to shape the city around their
desires. Locals point disdainfully to the
Hermes shop and the Soho House on
South Congress, formerly the funkiest
street in town. Evan Smith, a founder
of the Texas Tribune, told me, “Austin
now has an upper class.”

Elon Musk is just one of the recent
billionaire arrivals hanging around Aus-
tin. There were two or three until not
long ago; now I hear there are fourteen.
Imagine you invite the new neighbors
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to a pool party and they turn out to
be elephants. When they jump in, it
changes things.

Of course, such complaints are sign-
posts of a booming economy—the kinds
of problems many people elsewhere
would love to have. In any city whose
identity is changing, it can be hard to
avoid the sense that a golden age has
slipped away. Newcomers to Austin fall
prey to this nostalgia almost instantly—
and, with a longtime resident like me,
the symptoms can become comically
acute. But the feeling is more like watch-
ing someone you love become someone
you didnt expect. It doesn’t mean that
you're not still in love—just that com-
plexity has entered the relationship. Aus-
tin forty years ago was like a graduate
student with modest tastes and few re-
sources; now she’s sporting jewels and
flying first class. She’s sophisticated, well
travelled, and well connected, and those
aren't necessarily bad things—they’re
just disorienting. Nostalgia is a way of
remembering when things were sim-
pler; it also makes us forget that simple
things can be boring and frustrating. In-
stead of running on the fumes of mem-
ory, I decided to reacquaint myself with
the actual Austin I'm living in—a city
rapidly transforming into America’s next
great metropolis.

ustin’s future was determined in

January, 1983, when Admiral Bob
Inman, recently retired from the Navy
and from serving as the deputy director
of the C.I.A., was selected to head a
novel consortium called the Micro-
electronics and Computer Consortium.
Japan dominated the semiconductor-
manufacturing industry at the time and
had announced an ambitious effort to
create computers capable of generating
artificial intelligence. The Reagan Ad-
ministration saw this as a serious threat,
and M.C.C. was the response. Twenty
of America’s foremost high-tech com-
panies—among them Microsoft, Boe-
ing, G.E., and Lockheed—would share
resources to secure America’s hold on
the future. The first decision was where
to locate this new entity.

M.C.C. was scheduled to exist for a
decade, and the city chosen to host it
would inevitably be transformed. The
predictable choices would have been
Silicon Valley or the Boston suburbs,



but Inman—slender and succinct, with
arched, skeptical brows—proposed an
open competition. Fifty-seven commu-
nities bid. It was a commercial auction
never before seen in America.

A site-selection committee of Inman
and six C.E.O.s held its first round of
auditions. Mayors, governors, university
chancellors, and business leaders teamed
up to make their case. The committee
examined various criteria: quality of life,
cost of living, tax environment, quality
of public education, commute times, air-
line connections, and access to graduate
students in electrical engineering and
computer science. In the first round, San
Antonio made the best presentation, led
by its charismatic mayor, Henry Cisne-
ros. “The one thing he didn't have was
a research university,” Inman told me.

The contestants narrowed to four:
San Diego, Austin, Atlanta, and the Re-
search Triangle. Although Inman was a
graduate of the University of Texas, he
favored San Diego, a city hed enjoyed
during his Navy days. The team met at
the University of California’s campus
there. George Deukmejian, California’s
governor, kept the committee waiting
for twenty minutes, read a speech, then
departed. Such atmospherics mattered.
“They would have been far better oft if
hed never shown up,”Inman concluded.

When the team visited Austin, Pike
Powers, the chief of staft to Texas’s gov-
ernor, Mark White, welcomed them to
a breakfast in the grand atrium of the
L.B.J. Library, hosted by Mrs. Johnson
herself—who “served quail,” Inman re-
called. The team was impressed by Aus-
tin's quality of life and affordability. Em-
ployees moving to the area were promised
reduced mortgage rates. What clinched
the deal was the university’s commit-
ment to provide a reliable stream of tal-
ent. U.T. offered to fund eight chairs in
electrical engineering and computer sci-
ence, at a million dollars each. The uni-
versity later sweetened its offer by fund-
ing thirty-two such chairs, but by then
the search committee had made its de-
cision. “Austin won going away,” Inman
said. “The outcome was a shock to both
the East and West Coast.”

It was a shock to Austin, too. I remem-
ber the mixture of amazement and un-
ease that greeted the decision. Back then,
Austin was a uniquely liberal entity in
Texas—“the blueberry in the tomato

soup,” to employ the unappealing met-
aphor that prevailed before all the major
cities in the state turned blue, a decade
or so ago. You could make the case that,
if you drew a line from Washington, D.C.,,
to San Francisco, Austin was the most
liberal American city south of that bor-
der; at the same time, it harbored a re-
actionary resistance to change, especially
when growth was a likely consequence.

Just as M.C.C. was finishing up its
search, a freshman pre-med student at
U.T. was upgrading computers in his
dorm room from stock parts and se-
curing contracts to provide computers
for the State of Texas. His name was
Michael Dell. He dropped out at the
end of his first year, having capitalized
his company with a thousand dollars.
His manufacturing team, he later re-
called, consisted of “three guys with
screwdrivers.” By 1992, Dell was the
youngest C.E.O. of a Fortune 500 com-
pany. He became Austin’s first home-
grown billionaire.

Dell reminded me that Austin al-
ready had a cluster of tech companies.
“In the sixties, I.B.IM. came,” he said.
“In the seventies, you had Texas Instru-
ments and Motorola.” In 1986, three

years after M.C.C. set up in Austin, Se-
matech, another consortium created to
boost semiconductor manufacturing, ar-
rived, bringing along Robert Noyce, the
visionary co-founder of Intel. “It was
like Benjamin Franklin moving to Aus-
tin,” Dell told me.

Real wealth marched into town, first
with the “Dellionaires” who invested in
Dell in its early years. (Thanks to Rob-
erta’s urgent counsel, we became mod-
est investors.) No longer were the cap-
itol and the university the city’s major
economic forces. Austin’s cultural appeal
wasn't the only lure for tech giants; Texas
bestowed fabulous tax incentives.

Other cities longed for such an in-
flux of tech-savvy professionals, but
Austinites were ambivalent about the
economic bounce. People moved to
Austin because of what the city was—
but, in the act of moving, they helped
obliterate that history. Treasured mu-
sic clubs were razed to make room for
apartments and office buildings. The
once crystalline Barton Springs became
clouded by runoft from development.
The dignified capitol was shadowed by
glassy towers that reflected the Texas
sun, making sidewalks sizzle. Traffic
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and crime and other big-city stressors
made the old days appear more glori-
ous than they actually were.

Every new Austinite brings a bit of
the culture he left behind. No matter
how interesting the newcomers are,
their attitudes, their preferences, their
prejudices become novel flavors in the
cultural stew. Austin will never taste
the same.

O ther Austinites I spoke with had
gone through similar searches for
an ideal home. Luke Warford grew up
in Rhode Island, then lived in New York,
Cincinnati,and LLondon, where he went
to grad school in economics. He spent
a year in Ethiopia. “Every extra dollar I
made in my twenties I spent on travel,”
he told me, as we sat in an East Austin
coffee shop. A thirty-three-year-old mar-
athoner with dark-brown hair and beard
stubble, he was wearing a memorial base-
ball cap for the Uvalde massacre. After
working at Facebook in Silicon Valley,
he decided to put down roots: “I wanted

to go someplace I could have a really big

impact, and where there’s a lot of op-
portunity, and a place that’s young and
active.”It came down to Denver or Aus-
tin. The hike-and-bike trail around Lady
Bird Lake—*“the most beautiful running
spot that you could possibly imagine”™—
sold him.

Another factor in his decision was
politics. “Texas is going to be the most
politically consequential state in the next
decade,” he said, and he wanted to be a
part of that. Texas, in his assessment,
was “thirty million persons governed by
entrenched assholes.” Changing that
would be a huge undertaking, but War-
ford likes solving “big, intractable prob-
lems.” He went to work for the dispir-
ited and ineffectual Texas Democratic
Party. He spent a year and a half there
before announcing that he was running
for railroad commissioner.

For a young man intent on chang-
ing the world, there couldn't have been
a better choice. The Railroad Commis-
sion, its quaint name notwithstanding,
has nothing to do with railroads: it reg-
ulates oil and gas in the state. There’s
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no more consequential entity in Amer-
ica for managing energy. The failure of
the Texas grid in 2021 was a trigger for
Warford. Wayne Christian, one of the
three commissioners, was up for re€lec-
tion the next year. Christian is a Tea-
Party Republican who is in the Texas
Gospel Music Hall of Fame. He was
supported almost entirely by the indus-
try he nominally regulated. His solu-
tion to climate change: “Turn the damn
air-conditioner up.” That proved to be
a winning platform.

Warford isn't discouraged by his loss.
He’s convinced that he’ll help Texas
eventually flip blue, and that this will
change America. Texas rewards risk-tak-
ing, he told me: “That’s certainly been
my experience. I mean, I was a state-
wide Democratic nominee for a fairly
reputable, high-profile ofhice three years
after moving here.”

Eduardo (Eddie) Margain, an in-
vestor in real estate and in oil and gas,
has lived in Austin for fifteen years. He
has been buying signature buildings
downtown, including the noble Dris-
kill hotel—“the grande dame of Texas,”
he calls it. He also was an organizing
force behind bringing professional soc-
cer to Austin, in 2021. Until then, the
city was the largest in America with-
out a professional athletic team. Mar-
gain and I met at Q2 Stadium, where
the soccer team plays. He is intense and
energetic, with a narrow face and pale-
blue eyes, his hands conducting the
conversation. “We sold out every game
from the start,”he told me, as we walked
the beautiful field. His family came
from Monterrey, Mexico, in 2008. His
father-in-law, Alejandro Junco de la
Vega, owns a media conglomerate whose
star property is the center-right news-
paper Reforma. Margain, having seen
how violence can take over a country—
newspaper offices were firebombed and
the family lived under constant threat—
has become the head of the Greater
Austin Crime Commission. Austin
remains one of America’s safer cities,
but crime has been rising. In the fall of
2020, the city council defunded the po-
lice’s budget by a third. It also suspended
new cadet classes, and although instruc-
tion has resumed, the city is woefully
short of officers. There’s no visible traf-
fic enforcement, and since 2021 the
murder rate has hit a historic high. But



Margain is undaunted. “If we fix pub-
lic safety, we're going to be the best city
in the world,” he told me.

Joe Lonsdale, a venture capitalist who
co-founded Palantir, the data-analysis
company, and started the investment-
technology firm 8VC, among many other
enterprises, came to Austin from Sili-
con Valley. “I like Texas,” he told me.
“There’s this spirit of the Texas fron-
tier—strong people confronting chal-
lenges and doing so boldly.” That’s the
myth I grew up with, but it still has the
power to summon entrepreneurs like
Lonsdale. He worries that Austin’s ris-
ing cost of living disenfranchises the
very people who made the city so dis-
tinct. “You want to have lots of hippies
around because they make the music
and the food better,” he told me. “But
you just don’t want them in government.”

After attending Stanford, Lonsdale
became an intern at Peter Thiel’s Pay-
Pal, and got to know three future bil-
lionaires now living in Austin: Luke
Nosek, Ken Howery, and Elon Musk.
(Musk has claimed to live in a forty-five-
thousand-dollar tract house in Boca
Chica Village, at the bottom tip of Texas,
to be close to his rocket company’s launch
site, but he’s also been seen staying in
friends’ mansions in Austin.) Called the
“PayPal mafia,” they have brought with
them the disruptive self-image and lib-
ertarian politics that characterized their
Silicon Valley ventures. Palantir, which
is based in Denver but has offices in Aus-
tin, typifies the moral complexity of the
current tech culture. The company has
been criticized for allowing U.S.immigra-
tion authorities to use its sophisticated
software to arrest parents of undocu-
mented children, and for working with
the N.S.A. to improve software that the
agency used to spy on American citizens.
But during the pandemic the govern-
ment tracked outbreaks by analyzing
COVID-19 data with Palantir software,
and the company’s algorithms are report-
edly being used in Ukraine to monitor
Russian troop deployments. David Ig-
natius, of the Washington Posz, described
Palantir’s code as “the most advanced in-
telligence and battle-management soft-
ware ever seen in combat.”

One of Austin’s assets, Lonsdale told
me, is its location in the middle of the
country, which obviates the need for
cross-country flights. I asked him if the

air connections in Austin were adequate
for peripatetic business leaders. “Austin’s
a lot more connected than it used to be,”
he said. “The obnoxious reply would be
that, of my twenty or thirty most prom-
inent friends who moved here, they all
have planes anyway.”

As Lonsdale sees it, Austin also of-
fers a middle ground in a political sense.
He considers himself a “moderate per-
son on the right” who opposed Donald
Trump. His long list of campaign do-
nations shows him contributing to both
parties. He is prone to expressing iras-
cible opinions, as when he tweeted, apro-
pos of Secretary of Transportation Pete
Buttigieg, that any man who takes a six-
month paternity leave is a “loser.” “I've
always called myself socially liberal and
fiscally conservative,” he told me, but
living in San Francisco radicalized him
against “far left” politics. The city felt
dangerous. Friends complained that their
children were being indoctrinated in
school about gender politics. “It got to
be so wacky,” he said. He had the sense
that they were living in a “decadent so-
ciety that’s not working.”

In Austin, he was struck by the fact
that people who staunchly opposed his
politics nevertheless discussed their dif-
ferences with him in a civil manner. He
told me, “In San Francisco,when I would
go against someone, theyd be, like, You're
an evil person.’So there’s something still
very healthy about Texas. I really hope
we can keep it this way.”

In 2018, Lonsdale founded the Ci-
cero Institute, a think tank and lobby-
ing organization that promotes deregu-
lation. He is also the chair and principal
backer of a new academic enterprise: the
University of Austin, styled UATX. Itis
supposed to be a freewheeling intellec-
tual environment, in contrast with what
Lonsdale sees as the “nihilist, Marxist”
bent of contemporary academia. Among
its early supporters are the Islam critic
Ayaan Hirsi Ali, the playwright David
Mamet, and the journalist Bari Weiss.
Such contrarians may feel less out of
place in Austin, which has long navigated
a tension between its progressive city
government and the radical-right poli-
tics of the governor and the legislature.

I talked to the founding president
of UATX, Pano Kanelos. A former head
of St. John’s College in Annapolis,
Maryland, he is a burly, jovial man with

a gray beard. His parents ran a restau-
rant in Chicago. He went to North-
western, got a master’s in political phi-
losophy and literature from Boston
University, a Ph.D. from the Univer-
sity of Chicago, and a postdoc at Stan-
ford. He’s an academic through and
through; he even has a perfectly egg-
shaped head. But he believes that higher
education in America has gone badly
off track: it’s crazily expensive and
bloated with bureaucrats. Like Lons-
dale, he thinks that liberal ideologues
have squelched campus debate. The
question is whether UATX will be free-
wheeling or merely oppositional.

I noted to Kanelos that Austin was
already well stocked with colleges and
universities. “I totally disagree,” he said.
“Every great city has a great public re-
search institution and a great private re-
search institution. As I've said to my
friends at U.T., we want to be the Stan-
tord to your Berkeley.” He told me that
UATX will welcome its first class in
2024. “The time is right for new insti-
tutions,” he said. “If you're going to build
a new university today, anywhere in the
country, maybe in the world, it should
be in Austin.”

M y neighborhood in Austin, Tarry-

town, is named for the hamlet in
upstate New York where Washington
Irving set “The Legend of Sleepy Hol-
low.” When Roberta and I moved here,
in 1995, many of the houses were one-
story cottages inhabited by professors
and state bureaucrats, amid a forest of
cedar elms. Now there are billionaires.
You don’t know who your new neigh-
bors are because the sellers sign nondis-
closure agreements. I know what you're
thinking, but Tarrytown isn't nearly as
grand as River Oaks, in Houston, or
Highland Park, in Dallas—street after
street of Gatsbyesque mansions. There
are more distinguished neighborhoods
in Austin itself, but truly lavish proper-
ties are almost impossible to acquire in
the city’s fevered housing market.

The land that became Tarrytown
was subdivided by the heirs of Gover-
nor Elisha Pease, who lived on an im-
posing estate, built in 1854, called Wood-
lawn. The house is eight thousand square
feet, on four acres amply supplied with
majestic live oaks. The property recently
changed hands, but nobody seems to
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know who bought it. A white Rolls-
Royce was seen trolling the block, fu-
elling a rumor that it was Beyoncé. The
Austin American-Statesman uncovered
hints that the purchaser was the rapper
50 Cent, who left New York for Hous-
ton because of taxes. “All of Silicon Val-
ley is now in Austin,” he declared in
2021. “T've got my cowboy hat.”

A friend of mine, a real-estate devel-
oper, used to live about ten blocks from
us, in a handsome Georgian home with
an extra lot. Two years ago, the actress
Emma Stone reportedly bought it. I
walk by the property several times a week.
It’s being completely redone in a man-
ner befitting a Hollywood star. I'm tick-
led to have her in the neighborhood,
and yet I wonder what it is about Aus-
tin that drew her here.

Roberta and I got a preview of Aus-
tin’s future when, in 1998, Matthew Mc-
Conaughey moved into a two-bedroom
bungalow across the street. He grew up
in Texas, in Longview and Uvalde, and
planned to attend Southern Methodist
University, with the goal of practicing
law in Dallas. His brother Pat asked,
“Have you been to Austin? That’s your
kind of city! You can walk into a bar
barefoot and have the sheriff to your
right, a local Native American to your
left, a hippie on the other side of the
sheriff, and a lesbian on the other side
of the Native American, and you'll prob-
ably be served by a dwarf with blue hair.
They’re all gonna be sharing a beer. And
the only thing you have to do is be your-
self.” McConaughey went to U.T., earn-
ing a degree in film in 1993.

Five years later, he was a celebrity
who could live anywhere, but he longed
to return to his laid-back college town,
which is where he'd got his first big
break in movies, in Richard Linklater’s
“Dazed and Confused.” By the time
he showed up on our street, Austin was
no longer the place McConaughey
remembered. This was underscored
when he got busted for playing bongos
in the middle of the night with his win-
dows open—for being “disorderly,” a
cop standing in my front yard told me,
and on suspicion of possessing a small
amount of narcotics. (McConaughey
ultimately paid fifty bucks for violating
a sound ordinance.) It didnt help his
case that he wasn't wearing clothes at
the time, but in Old Austin such be-

WALLACE STEVENS COMES BACK TO
READ HIS POEMS AT THE 92ND STREET Y

It was a willfulness, an exertion, which verged
At once on fluency, that I should appear, as I did
"Today, out of light-blue air, in a dark-blue suit.

In the time that I have been gone, I never outgrew
The sensation of being, nor for a moment forgot
Which world was mine. I clung to the merest whispers,

The faintest echoes that rose from below. For years,
I lay on a down-filled sofa, alone with my passions.
Bright refrains of endless azure circled

The hours, and filled me with pleasure, but the poems
I wrote were dulled by the sort of calm one feels
In the downward drift of sleep. They never became

The relics of light I wished them to be. In the days
When it could be said I was one of you, I loved
The beyond as somebody only can who is bound

By the earth. All that I wrote was a hymn to desire,
To the semblances and stages of bliss. My poems
Bore only a passing likeness to the life

Of which they were the miraculous part. But when
I was borne among the erasures of heaven I began
To believe that whatever was distant or puzzling could never

Be made too obvious. Of course I was wrong.
I'd allowed myself to be swayed by a vision of plainness
That would have all things turn into one idea.

So much for the past. May the worst of it fall by the wayside
Tonight. May other more intricate powers convene.
May the words that I speak be the ones you hear.

havior wouldn’t even have been com-
mented upon.

Instead of leaving town, McCo-
naughey appointed himself Austin’s
minister of culture, taking as his brief
music, sports, youth development, and
tourism, with the goal of preserving
qualities that formed Austin’s iden-
tity. He’s now a sober family man who
teaches a film course at U.T,, titled
Script to Screen. On game days, you'll
see him at the football stadium, dressed
in the orange-and-white team colors,
working the sidelines as a motivational
coach. He’s been known to arrive at
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—Mark Strand (1934-2014)

the stadium in a Lincoln adorned with
a longhorn hood ornament, cruising
past screaming fans while flashing a
hook-'em-horns salute. He’s become
an important investor in Austin, par-
ticipating in Eddie Margain’s con-
sortium that brought in the Major
League Soccer team. McConaughey
even helped design the university’s new
Moody Center, an arena that seats fif-
teen thousand people. It’s a little un-
settling to be living in a city that has
been commandeered by a quirky actor
who once starred in a “Texas Chain-
saw Massacre” movie. Lately, he’s been



toying with running for political office.
Who knows. I think of him as a mas-
cot for New Austin, a modern incar-
nation of Oat Willie, guiding us on-
ward through the fog.

I recently mentioned to McCo-
naughey the disorientation I felt look-
ing at the welter of skyscrapers outside
the W hotel. “There’s a lot of shadows
in Austin now,” he said. “If any town
can keep a sense of style, keep its DNA,
keep its soul, I believe Austin has the
ability to do that, because it has an iden-
tity.” But he worries that newcomers
might exploit the city’s guilelessness.
“Austin will open up its Rolodex to you
as a visitor or a newcomer quicker than
any other place I've been,” he said. “But
we also have to be wise. You don’t want
to let a tyrant in your kitchen. So when
we open up our Rolodex and say, ‘Yes,
come on in! Start that local business!
Yes, take this real estate!,’ we're gonna
see how this turns out in ten years.”

« on’'t California my Texas” is a

phrase that our governor, Greg
Abbott, likes to toss around. He and
California’s governor, Gavin Newsom,
have resumed an ideological war that
first heated up during the reigns of their
respective predecessors, Rick Perry and
Jerry Brown. Perry had the gall to run
radio ads in California urging compa-
nies to move to Texas—using the lack
of a personal income tax as bait.

In September, Newsom attended the
Texas Tribune Festival,in Austin. “I love
Texas, O.K.?” he said. “None of this is
personal. And I'm happy to take Aus-
tin back to California. Just sayin’.” He
recently bought billboard space in Aus-
tin, and in other cities whose state leg-
islatures have passed highly restrictive
abortion laws, to declare, “CALIFORNIA
IS READY TO HELP.” Despite hand-
wringing in the Texas business com-
munity, the state’s many right-wing so-
cial policies—book bans, reckless gun
laws—haven't yet made a dent in the
flow of migrants.

A tenth of Texas newcomers come
from California. In the past few years,
in the Austin area alone, they have
brought along Tesla, Oracle, and other
high-tech firms. The city’s skyline is
now defined by the sail-shaped Goo-
gle building. Apple recently built a giant
campus. Politically and culturally, this

historic migration has consequences
that we still haven't sorted out. The two
states are on the opposite ends of the
seesaw of national politics. In Califor-
nia, the Republican Party has collapsed.
In Texas, Democrats haven't won a state-
wide election in twenty-eight years, and
for the past two decades Republicans
have had total control of the govern-
ment. The consolidation of partisan
power in both states has empowered
ideologues on either side.

I assumed that the newcomers would
tilt Texas blue. This was naive. Many of
them, such as Peter Attia, a doctor and
podcaster, were Californians escaping
what they considered to be bad schools
and inept government services. He told
me, “The only thing I find distressing
about Austin is that it is taking a page
out of the California playbook,” with
such city-council actions as the slashing
of the police budget in 2020. “Those
of us who came here from what I call
a failed state are warning, ‘Hey, guys,
you don’t want to do this. I'll show you
what it looks like to have needles in your
front yard, and what it feels like when
youre uncomfortable leaving a restau-
rant.’ That’s why we left.”

The net result of such migrations
may make California bluer and Texas
redder. The G.O.P. strategist Karl Rove—
who, more than any other individual,
helped turn Texas from being an all-blue
state to its present all-redness—told me
22022 poll of newly registered Texas vot-
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ers found that fifty-nine per cent of them
would vote Republican and forty-one
per cent would vote Democratic. He of-
fered a caveat where the future of Aus-
tin is concerned. The tech community
first spilled over from Silicon Valley into
Reno, Nevada, with the result that “Reno
became younger and more vibrant and

more liberal.”
Many Californian imports identify

more as libertarians than as progressives
or conservatives, reinforcing Austin’s
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live-and-let-live vibe. For as long as
I’'ve been here, Austin has considered
itself a liberal bastion, in contrast with
the conservative state it finds itself in.
Though the city council remains pro-
gressive, the dominant tone of Austin
today—social tolerance mixed with tur-
bocharged capitalism—is closer to lib-
ertarianism than to liberalism.

Linda Avey, a founder of 23andMe,
moved to Austin in 2021, from the Bay
Area, having fallen for “the sentiment
of keeping Austin weird.” Avey, who is
sixty-three, explained, “I'm just so held
by that. Frankly, I think that’s why San
Francisco was so appealing to me back
in the eighties.” But the bohemian cul-
ture that drew her to San Francisco with-
ered as the tech industry ran riot: “Art-
ists and teachers and firefighters and all
the people who are so necessary to the
fabric of a community were no longer
able to live there.” San Francisco became
characterized by the super-rich and the
homeless, coupled with the stark absence
of children—the fewest per capita of any
city in the country.

Patrick McKenna grew up in the
foothills of the Sierra Nevada moun-
tains, raised by a single mother, who
worked as a mail carrier. After attend-
ing the University of Southern Cali-
fornia, on a scholarship, and getting a
master’s degree in international finance
at Georgetown, he joined a small tech
startup funded by Benchmark, a ven-
ture-capital firm in Menlo Park, Cali-
fornia. Benchmark had offices on the
legendary Sand Hill Road—the Wall
Street of Silicon Valley. McKenna com-
muted from San Francisco, which wasn't
really considered part of Silicon Valley
at the time. The drive to Mountain View,
San Jose, and Redwood City often ex-
ceeded ninety minutes, so Google and
Facebook and several venture-capital
firms opened large offices in the city.
McKenna recalled, “It was really the
workforce that dragged tech to San Fran-
cisco. And the city wasn't ready for it.”

The tech sector boosted tax reve-
nues in San Francisco, but the boom
was marked by enormous income dis-
parities. Locals weren't seeing the ben-
efits. “People’s lives were getting more
expensive, but their kids weren't getting
invited to join an internship, or their
school wasn’t being sponsored for a
tech-entrepreneur program,” McKenna
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said. “We were so busy building our
companies, we weren't thinking about
the local high school.” McKenna blames
San Francisco’s government for not in-
vesting enough of the tax-revenue bo-
nanza in schools and infrastructure. “In
the end,” as he sees it, “entrepreneurs
like myself were vilified.”

McKenna decided to try his luck in
a different city. As Bob Inman had done
with M.C.C., McKenna developed a
list of criteria. At the top was talent.
The tech industry is rapacious in its
need for skilled workers. High-quality
colleges and universities were essential,
not only in feeding the talent pool but
also in adding vibrancy to the culture.
Quality of life wasn't just about the cost
of living; it was art, music, public spaces,
architecture, bike lanes. McKenna was
also looking for a “trust network.” The
tech industry, he explained, relies on
credentials. One way in the door is to
work for a Silicon Valley titan like Goo-
gle or eBay. “We know they have great
training programs,” he said. “We know
how they build their code.” Another
way in is to get an engineering degree
from an illustrious school such as Stan-
ford or ML.I.'T. Then there’s the ven-
ture-capital community. McKenna told
me, “If you worked at a startup that was
tunded by Sequoia Capital or Kleiner
Perkins, and even if that startup fails,
you're part of the trust network.”

In Austin, he realized, “you have so
many nodes of the trust network.” He
said, “Kids coming out of U.T. can enter
the trust network through a job at Goo-
gle, Meta, Oracle, Amazon, or Apple—
you can work for all these companies
right here.”

McKenna’s view is that “San Fran-
cisco failed through success.” He wor-
ries that Austin, newly drenched in ven-
ture capital, will make similar mistakes:
“If Austin stops being affordable for

those who make it an interesting place,

it will stop being an interesting place.”

Emily Gimble moved out of Austin
in 2016. She is a part of Texas music roy-
alty; her grandfather Johnny Gimble
played fiddle with Bob Wills, who is
considered a founder of Western swing.
Years ago, I had the opportunity to play
with Johnny, one of those luminous mo-
ments which music offers. Emily’s dad,
Dick Gimble, played bass with Merle
Haggard and Willie Nelson, among oth-

ers. Emily, a gifted piano player and
singer, was named the State Musician
of Texas in 2020. She’s the kind of per-
son Austin can't afford to lose.

Property taxes and rents helped push
her out of town. But there was another
irritant: Austin had become too loud.
Gimble said, “When you're on the road,
you're in a bus and it hums, or you're
on an airplane and it hums, and it hums
at sound check—there’s always noise.
I don’t know if it’s a musician thing
or a human thing, but whenever I get
home I just want to not hear anything.”
So she moved to Lockhart, a little town
famous for barbecue. It’s about half an
hour south of Austin, and quiet—the
way Austin used to be. Gimble recently
had a baby, and that makes it harder
to drive downtown to hear music, as
she so often did when she was younger.
She said, “Every once in a while, I'll
go see Jimmie Vaughan late at night
and it doesn’t matter, because you're
getting to hear some of the best music
in the world.”

Gimble is part of a larger artistic di-
aspora that Austin is experiencing. No
doubt, surrounding communities are
being fertilized by the talent leaking
out. Gimble has observed a small music
community and art galleries springing
up in Lockhart, though the town’s char-
acter hasn't significantly changed—yet.
Not long ago, she stopped at a coftee
shop. “There was a sticker on the re-
frigerator: ‘DON'T AUSTIN MY LOCK-
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HART, ”she said. “And I was, like, “That’s
so ridiculous.” Then, by the time I left,
I was saying, ‘Yeah, it’s 7y Lockhart.””

“I spent my entire life trying to build
up the reputation of Austin so that
we could have access to more quality
entertainment at an affordable price,”
Eddie Wilson, the entrepreneur who
created the Armadillo World Head-
quarters—the venue that consolidated
the Austin music scene in the nineteen-
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seventies—told me. “Now I can't afford
a bus downtown.”

It’s strange to live in a town without
Wilson’s fingerprints on it. Not only is
the Armadillo gone; the Raw Deal,
which he also founded, is long since
out of business. His beloved restaurant,
Threadgill’s, has closed—another vic-
tim of the pandemic. In a previous ex-
istence, it was a gas station and road-
house owned by Kenneth Threadgill,
who held the weekly musical jams that
first brought a U.T. student named Janis
Joplin to public attention.

The music scene arose in Austin be-
cause it was youthful and cheap. (Wil-
son initially paid five hundred bucks a
month to rent the enormous former
National Guard armory that housed
the Armadillo.) Artifacts of Wilson’s
Austin are on display in his home of-
fice: an Autoharp like the one Joplin
used to play; a Gilbert Shelton sketch
of the Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers;
Jim Franklin’s memorable music post-
ers, adorned with images of the nine-
banded armadillo, which Wilson calls
an “icon of hippiedom.” Every name
in this paragraph was a cultural land-
mark in the Austin of the seventies and
eighties; now perhaps only Joplin’s res-
onates, and even then her association
with Austin is a dim memory. “Growth
is weird,” Wilson said, combining New
Austin and Old Austin into a single
succinct equation.

While Wilson was establishing a
home for the Austin music scene, Louis
Black set out “to find America.” Black
grew up in New Jersey, lived in New En-
gland, then moved to South Carolina
and Florida before arriving in Austin, in
1974. “I fell in love,” he said. He enrolled
at U.T,, taking graduate courses in En-
glish, “which I hated,” so he switched to
film. He was restless. Like other shape-
shifters in Austin’s history, he had a yen
to create something, but he wasn't sure
what it should be.

In 1981, Black and his friend Nick
Barbaro started the Austin Chronicle, a
progressive tabloid modelled on the Vi/-
lage Voice. “We thought it'd be easy,”
Black recalled. “It was horrible at first—
we didn’t have enough money.” From
the start, the Chronicle spotlighted local
music, becoming an essential guide to
the players and the clubs in the city. The
paper eventually caught on,and that led



to an even bigger venture. In 1987, Black
and Barbaro, along with the Chronicle
staffer Roland Swenson and the band
manager Louis Jay Meyers, started South
by Southwest, as a meeting place for
musicians and people in the industry.
“Guys that had been in the music busi-
ness for fifteen years would have never
met a record-company executive,” Black
observed. The founders were hoping
that three hundred people would show
up. Twice that many came. “We didn't
know what we were doing,” Black said,
but it was clear that SXSW, as it be-
came known, answered a need: “It was
about the punk ethos—there’s no dif-
ference between who’s in the audience
and who's onstage but a foot and a halt.”

SXSW has lost that intimate feel. It
now has the placeless vibe of a TED-
talk conference. This is in part because
SXSW expanded well beyond music. In
1994, it added film and interactive media,
bringing in the tech community. The
testival grew so fast that the organizers
lied in order to downplay how big it was
becoming, unable to believe it them-
selves. Then, in 2007, Twitter held a
major launch event at SXSW. As Black
put it, “Suddenly, everybody began say-
ing, ‘We’ll meet you in Austin.””

I asked Black how Austin has changed.
“There was a significant community here
that had a vision about what a city should
be,” he said. Austin would be creative,
cooperative, noncompetitive, green, and
politically plugged in. “We succeeded.
And we made this really wonderful place
that everybody came to, which then
wrecked the core idea.”

B efore we settled in Austin, my wife
and I had a brief stint here in the
early seventies, while she finished a mas-
ter’s degree. I worked at the local PBS
station as a carpenter and a grip, mov-
ing heavy lights around Studio 6A atop
a tall ladder on wheels. I don’t much like
heights, and my confidence was not
boosted by what looked like bloodstains
on the concrete floor. Two years later,
Studio 6A became the original home
of “Austin City Limits.” Willie Nelson
performed for the pilot, and after that
the nation began thinking of our city
as a musical epicenter. The program has
spotlighted Stevie Ray Vaughan, Doug
Sahm, Roy Orbison, Lyle Lovett, Asleep
at the Wheel, and countless other great

“Brother Trent brews the hard seltzer.”

performers. To draw a crowd in those
early days, the show offered free beer.
Laura Bush was one of the servers. (This
was before she married George.) Now
“A.C.L.” is the longest-running music
program in television history, with a be-
spoke concert venue seating nearly three
thousand people.

“Back in the day, it was a country-
music-inspired showcase,” Terry Lick-
ona, the show’s longtime producer, told
me. “The idea was to re-create the Ar-
madillo vibe.” For a long time, progres-
sive country music dominated the show.
“Then we went through a period, ten
or fifteen years ago, where we were try-
ing to figure out who we were and what
kind of music we wanted to play. We
eventually came to the point where
our overriding philosophy is ‘Anything
goes.”... If it’s a good live show, then,
yeah, bring it on.”

Lickona came to Austin in 1974 from
Poughkeepsie, New York, to attend Wil-
lie Nelson’s annual Fourth of July Pic-
nic, just as “A.C.L.” was getting off the
ground. He has watched the music scene
move from clubs and coffee houses to
stadiums and ball fields, dominated by
national acts rather than by homegrown
musicians. It’s difficult to defend the

motto that Austin is the “live-music
capital of the world”when so many small
venues have shut down. Lickona noted,
“It’s always been a part of our mission
to continue to showcase Austin music.
Every year, there are at least three or
four Austin artists that we consider ready
and deserving, whether it’s somebody
like Black Pumas or Gary Clark, Jr., or
Marcia Ball. It would be a really sad day
if people just stop caring about getting
out to see a show.”

Just when I was feeling discouraged
about Austin’s music scene, I talked to
Henri Herbert, a blazing young piano
player from England, who grew up im-
itating the licks of Jerry Lee Lewis and
Little Richard. Then he learned about
the boogie-woogie masters in Austin,
such as my teacher, Floyd Domino, and
Marcia Ball. “We used to play her songs
in one of my bands,” Herbert told me.
He performed at SXSW in 2016: “I met
all the great players and saw the music
that /Zives here.” He'd tried his luck in
London and Paris, but he had to sup-
plement his income by washing dishes.
He wanted to be somewhere where he
could play every day.

He settled in Austin in 2019. It was
exciting and terrifying. “I only had my
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keyboard and a backpack,”he said. That
year, he was nominated for Best Key-
boards at the Austin Music Awards,
alongside some of his heroes. “Some-
thing told me that I could show up here,
not trying to take things but to give
things, and I would become a part of
this beautiful community.”

Gina Chavez is more ambivalent.
Born in Austin, she has toured the world
as a musician, but she’s never found a
place in the city’s musical culture. She
calls Austin “a city of legends,” Willie
Nelson and Stevie Ray Vaughan among
them. But their music didn’t really res-
onate with her. “There’s a phrase in
Spanish—Nunca me llamd la atencion.
‘It never captured my attention.”

The music Chavez plays—Latin, per-
cussive, bilingual, sometimes political,
always groovy—would probably fare
better in Miami, or even in San Anto-
nio, just down the highway. It wasn't
until she played an NPR Tiny Desk
concert that Austin tastemakers seemed
to notice her. “If I had the ability to re-
wind twenty years, I would have pre-
terred somebody looked me in the eye
and said, ‘Gina, your tribe may not be
here.”” When she considers the artists
who have successfully broken out of the
Austin scene, she asks herself, “Are any
of them females? Are any of them queer?”
She told me, “We have a lot of talent
here who break barriers. But do we have
the ears to hear them?”

In 2020, a twelve-foot mural of Gina
appeared on East Cesar Chavez Street.
The artist, Levi Ponce, invited her to
take a look. “I was in shock,” she said.
“It was right after the world had shut
down, so it was one of the only times I
went out. Pretty wild.”

“-A ustin is an incredible place with
a lot of wonderful attributes, but
it’s also a frightening place,” Tam Haw-
kins, the head of the local Black Cham-
ber of Commerce, told me. “We have
such income disparities—that’s the
frightening part.” In the past decade,
the proportion of Black residents in
Austin has declined, from eight per cent
to seven per cent, whereas the Asian
proportion has grown. The percentage
of Latino residents has also dropped,
from thirty-five per cent to thirty-three
per cent.

Austin’s original sin was the 1928

Master Plan, which pushed Black and
Latino residents into neighborhoods on
the east side. The city withheld sewer
systems and paved roads from the freed-
men communities on the west side, with
enduring consequences. “We did a proj-
ect called Taste of Black Austin, about
the history of Black food entrepreneurs,”
Hawkins said. “We discovered that there
were more Black-owned restaurants here
in 1863 than there were in 2018.”

Because of gentrification, East Aus-
tin is now a melting pot—a place of
art studios and food trucks where peo-
ple of all backgrounds wait in line for
beet-tartare tostadas. At the same time,
much of the character of the east side
has been sacrificed. A defining mo-
ment in this cultural turf battle oc-
curred in 2015, when a pinata shop was
unceremoniously bulldozed by its land-
lord and replaced by a short-lived café
for cat-lovers. Some lively local tradi-
tions—like weekend gatherings at Fi-
esta Gardens with customized low-
riders and jacked-up trucks—have
drawn complaints from newcomers
who resent the Tejano music and hip-
hop blaring from stereos.

Hawkins told me that she herself is
one of five remaining Black owners of
commercial property in East Austin.
“There’s nothing sinister about the de-
sire to buy, develop, and earn income,”
she said. “What'’s sinister is that certain
ethnicities aren't part of that process.”
Hawkins understands the logic that
pushes people to the suburbs: “Why
would I spend $1.6 million on a two-
thousand-square-foot house when I
could go, let’s say, to Leander and pay
nine hundred and seventy-five thou-
sand dollars for a four-thousand-square-
foot house and send my kids to public
school as opposed to a private one?” In
her opinion, better, swifter transporta-
tion to and from the suburbs—thus re-
lieving market pressure in the city—
would go a long way toward solving
Austin’s housing crisis.

Peniel Joseph, a Black historian at
U.T,, told me, “The city doesn't really
own up to its history of racial segrega-
tion.” The only realms where races con-
verge, Joseph said, are sports and music.
Otherwise, “things rea/ly diverge in
terms of resources and access to educa-
tion.” He commended U.T. for devel-
oping various equity initiatives, espe-
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cially a campaign called You Belong
Here, which is meant to attract and re-
tain faculty and students of color. But,
he said, “you need resources if you're
thinking about how to bend the wealth
gap, the education gap, and the residen-
tial-segregation gap.” He continued,
“How do you impact things like voter
suppression or differential treatment in
the criminal-justice system?”

Tech workers have changed the ra-
cial character of the city, Joseph said. “If
we just had a demographically propor-
tional number of Black folks moving
here, you would find there’s a Black
Austin that has a robust upper middle
class—tech leaders, entrepreneurs, law-
yers, doctors, professors,” he said. “But
those folks are staying in Houston.”

I observed, “And the biggest growth
factor in Austin is an industry that is
famously white and Asian.”

“That’s a recipe for Black cultural di-
saster,” Joseph said.

The east-west divide in Austin was
on stark display during last year’s may-
oral race. Kirk Watson is a white liberal
Democrat who served as mayor from
1997 to 2001, then spent thirteen years
in the State Senate. Watson's opponent

was Celia Israel, who has called herself
a “left-handed liberal lesbian Latina.”
She served in the State House from 2014
to 2023, where she was a founding mem-
ber of the L.G.B.T.Q. caucus and a ban-
ner-carrier for the Democrats’left flank.
The candidates’ platforms were similar,
but their identities were not. West Aus-
tin was solidly for Watson, who picked
up independents and conservatives. East
Austin was just as solidly progressive.
Only nine hundred and forty-two votes
carried Watson over the top. The difter-
ence in their supporters was not so much
ethnic as generational.

Wiatson told me that many of the
problems Austin now faces were already
evident in his first term as mayor—he
cited transportation and affordable hous-
ing. What has changed is the scale.
“We’re now a big city,” he said. “And we

have to act like it.”

Itook a tour of the west side of Aus-
tin with Laura Gottesman, a real-es-
tate agent. “I've worked with a lot of
people from other cities that aren’t used
to doing business our way,” she told me,
adding, “In Austin, your word is your



bond. A handshake is the real deal. It’s
a small town in the sense we all know
each other, our paths will cross, and you
don’t burn bridges.”

WEe drove around Clarksville, one of
the freedmen communities that was de-
pleted by the Master Plan and is now
almost entirely white. When Roberta
and I first moved to Austin, Clarksville
was a hippie enclave, but it has long since
moved on from patchouli and tie-dyed
T-shirts. “The price per foot in this
neighborhood is outrageous,” Gottes-
man remarked.

John Mackey used to live in Clarks-
ville. Emerging from the counterculture
of the seventies, he was a vegetarian
with long hair and a beard who viewed
corporations as evil. In 1978, he and his
girlfriend, Renee Lawson, started a lit-
tle natural-foods store, Safer Way, that
refused to stock meat, seafood, coffee,
and anything containing highly refined
sugars. [t was a bust. Two years later, he
merged with another natural-foods store
in Clarksville, creating the first Whole
Foods Market. This time, he was less
doctrinaire about what he wouldn't sell.

Then came the Memorial Day Flood
0f1981. Anyone who was in Austin that
day will tell you stories. We were on
high ground in Travis Heights, but the
rain was so relentless that it caved in
part of our roof, which dumped onto
our piano. Eleven inches fell in three
hours. Thirteen people died. Whole
Foods was at the bottom of a hill on
North Lamar Boulevard. Back then, car
dealerships lined the street, and when
the downpour subsided locals were left
with the dazzling sight of Volkswagens
and Subarus tangled up in trees. Whole
Foods, which had no flood insurance,
was eight feet underwater.

That would’ve been the end of the
story were it not for the customers and
the neighbors who showed up with mops
and rags, cleaning out the destroyed in-
ventory. This went on for weeks. The
staff worked for free. Suppliers produced
goods on credit. A month later, Whole
Foods reopened. Mackey realized that
his business would never have survived
if it hadn't found a place in the hearts
of the community. It’s a well-known par-
able in Austin, but it also marks a tran-
sition from the counterculture to what
Mackey calls “conscious capitalism”™—a
system in which, as he sees it, heroic en-

trepreneurs (like him) enhance every-
one’s quality of life with their imagina-
tion, creativity, and passion.

Many of the well-oft newcomers to
Austin share this philosophy. “I struggle
with entitlement,” Gottesman said. “I
struggle with people who come here
wanting to write their own rules. In Aus-
tin, nobody really cares who you are—
but you'll be respected if you contribute.”

If you live long enough in a place, it
becomes haunted by ghosts: memories
of events and friends long gone still in-
habit spaces that have been levelled and
covered over by the unstoppable new-
ness. It’s a form of double vision: you
see things that are no longer there. That
was on my mind as we drove a few blocks
south, to Baylor Street, where a hand-
tul of mansions built by the old aristoc-
racy—places where Black servants from
Clarksville would have worked—have
been handsomely renovated. The late
Bill Wittliff, who was a dear friend, used
to have an office in an old house on
Baylor Street. Best known as the screen-
writer for “The Perfect Storm” and the
television adaptation of “Loonesome
Dove,” he was a giant in the filmmaking
scene in Austin and a mentor to young
directors and screenwriters. His office
was where a struggling writer named
William Sydney Porter was said to have
once lived. Porter had a day job as a
teller at the First National Bank, and in

1894 he was accused of embezzling
$854.08, which led to a five-year prison
sentence. Behind bars, he decided to
take the pen name O. Henry,and wrote
some of the most enduring short sto-
ries in the American canon.

peaking of ghosts, I recently went by

a medical clinic on Cameron Road
and instantly realized that I'd been there
before. It had long ago been one of Old
Austin’s weirder redoubts: the headquar-
ters of American Atheists, founded by
Madalyn Murray O’Hair, who leaped to
fame as a plaintiff in the 1963 Supreme
Court case that ended mandatory prayer
and Bible reading in public schools. Life
called her “the most hated woman in
America,”a title she relished. She spoke
on college campuses and appeared on
Johnny Carson’s “Tonight Show.” She
turned over bingo tables in a church and
sued the Pope. She claimed to have “an
alphabet of degrees—B.A.,M.A.,LL.B,,
M.PS.W.,Ph.D.,J.D.” She was loud and
arrogant and pompous, and almost single-
handedly gave atheism a worse name
than it already had.

In 1989, I wrote about O’Hair for 7xas
Monthly. When I arrived at the head-
quarters for our first interview, I was told,
“Madalyn is napping. Would you like to
take alook?” My guide led me to O'Hair’s
office. Through a window, half a dozen

admirers were watching the “first lady




of atheism” sleeping on a couch, in a
flower-print dress. “It’s a little like Le-
nin’s tomb,” my guide said, echoing my
thoughts. O’Hair awakened, entirely un-
perturbed by the audience, and launched
into a tirade about the government’s mo-
nopolistic control of information through
the post office.

By the time I wrote about O’Hair,
her public life had narrowed to a weekly
show on Austin’s public-access channel,
put together by her son and her grand-
daughter. Atheism was a family busi-
ness. When I dropped in on a taping,
she glowered and said, “You're really
dogging us,aren’t you?” She got even an-
grier as I dug into her background, ex-
posing the manifold lies shed told about
her degrees and accomplishments.

After the article appeared, there was
a knock on our door. A constable handed
me a document that said, “YOU HAVE
BEEN SUED.” It was already on the news.
Friends were calling. They were annoy-
ingly giddy. A Jungian scholar congrat-
ulated me, saying that O’Hair was an
eruption of my unconscious. The local
newspaper called it a libel suit, but the
actual claim was that I'd used O’Hair’s
“famousness” without permission—an
odd line of attack for a champion of
free speech. She never followed up,and
the case was dropped from the docket.
In 1995, O’Hair, her son, and her grand-
daughter disappeared, and several hun-
dred thousand dollars were withdrawn
from one of the organization’s accounts.
Five years later, their dismembered bod-
ies were discovered in a shallow grave
on a ranch in South Texas. (I had noth-
ing to do with it.)

Austin public-access TV also pro-
vided an early forum for the con-
spiracy theorist Alex Jones, who one
time carved a jack-o’-lantern on air
while ranting about Austin police of-
ficers using infrared cameras. Listen-
ing to Jones is like hearing Tony So-
prano recite “Finnegans Wake” on
amphetamines. When Linklater made
“Waking Life,” he cast Jones as a rav-
ing madman driving around town with
a P.A. system—an unintentional fore-
shadowing of what was to come. Back
then, Jones seemed like another harm-
less Austin crank with a colorful abil-
ity to invent conspiracies on the fly—
“this hyper guy that wed all kind of
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make fun of,” Linklater has recalled.

I once spoke about Jones with the
podcaster Joe Rogan—yet another Cal-
ifornian import. In 2020, he moved to
Austin from Los Angeles, buying a lake-
side estate. The following year, he in-
vited me on his show. Rogan is five feet
eight, but his shoulders are about as
wide as he is high. He’s dauntingly mus-
cular and tattooed, but despite his for-
midable physical presentation he’s
friendly and amusing. The experience
of being on his podcast is like having a
curious fellow pull up a barstool next to
you; three hours later, you've unloaded
your life story.

Before the interview, we got our nos-
trils swabbed for a mandatory cOvID
test—which was interesting, given that
Rogan had been strongly criticized for
giving air time to vaccine skeptics. I
mentioned that I had watched an in-
terview he'd done with Alex Jones.

“Whatd you think of him?”he asked.

“I think he’s a sociopath.”

“He’s not,” Rogan said. “He’s a head-
injury case. I was a cage fighter. I've
known a lot of guys with head inju-
ries.” He had asked Jones if hed ever
had a serious concussion. Jones had re-
plied, “I've been piledrived,” meaning
that he was turned upside down and
his head was pounded into the con-
crete. He was thirteen or fourteen years
old. Rogan had pressed him about how
that might have changed his personal-

ity, but Jones was evasive. Jones did say,
“I had brain damage—there’s no doubt.”

Is Jones’s story true, or yet another
thing that he has confabulated in his
strange mind? I met him at a party fif-
teen years ago. I had never heard of
him. My book about 9/11,“The Loom-
ing Tower,” had recently come out, and
Jones wanted to offer his own theories
about how it was a setup job. He backed
oft when it was apparent that I knew
considerably more about the tragedy
than he did, but after that conspirac-

, 2023

ists who called themselves 9/11 Truthers
began showing up at my speeches, try-
ing to get me to admit that the gov-
ernment was in on the attack. They
even insinuated that I was a part of the
conspiracy. Much of their dogma is-
sued directly from Alex Jones’s dam-
aged imagination.

Everywhere in town, you see new
apartments and condos and houses
under construction, but Austin can'’t
keep pace with the boom. The univer-
sity has been buying up properties for
subsidized faculty housing, as N.Y.U.
does in Manhattan, because professors
have been priced out of the market. Stu-
dents, meanwhile, have been stranded
by rent hikes and a scarcity of campus
housing. The pressure goes all the way
down to tract homes at the bottom of
the market. People who can't afford to
live anywhere in Austin either leave or
wind up on the street.

In 2019, the staunchly progressive
city council decided to “decriminalize
homelessness” by lifting a ban on pub-
lic camping. The plan’s architect, Coun-
cilman Greg Casar, a Democrat who
had spearheaded the defunding of the
police—and who is now a thirty-three-
year-old congressman representing the
east side—was accused by opponents
of trying to make homelessness “more
visible” in order to advance the cause
of free housing. Immediately, tent cit-
ies popped up under freeways and in
public parks.

I'like to run around Lady Bird Lake,
and its shoreline became clogged with
tents and tarps and cardboard shanties.
Admittedly, it was an ideal campsite,
but runners reported being attacked by
people perceived to be mentally unsta-
ble. In 2020, the city cut back on the
park patrol, and huge piles of trash ac-
cumulated along the shore and spilled
into the lake.

Austinites were shocked and con-
flicted. A bipartisan PAC, Save Austin
Now, got a measure on the ballot to re-
institute the camping ban. It passed, by
a landslide. But the question remained:
Where should the homeless go? It was
an agonizing dilemma, especially after
the pandemic had taken hold. Governor
Abbott ordered the Department of Trans-
portation to clean out the encampments
below overpasses, but that only brought



more tents and cardboard shelters into
parks and onto sidewalks. Defiant camp-
ers pitched tents around City Hall. Mack-
enzie Kelly, a council member, tweeted,
“I've been harassed and screamed at with
obscenities walking out of city hall. One
of the men had a metal pipe and at least
one knife. I do not feel safe.” Eventually,
police began enforcing the ban, and the
campers moved back into the parkland
woods and the undeveloped tracts where
they had once lived. But the homeless
problem lingered, along with a lot of ill
will. Austin had been thrust into the
same political battle that has been fought
for decades in San Francisco, without
meaningful solutions. In Austin, the issue
stirred to life a conservative constituency
that few realized was present in the city.

I'recalled a protest held in 1988, when
the city tried to enforce the camping
ban. A group of homeless men “kid-
napped” a gosling named Homer (ac-
tually, they'd bought him at a country
store, for sixteen dollars and eighty-
seven cents) and threatened to eat him
if the city didn't propose various reforms,
including affordable-housing measures.
Roger Swanner, one of the goosenap-
pers, told the Austin American-States-
man, “We just want the people of this
city to realize that we’re human beings
and should be treated that way.” To
keep Homer out of police custody, they
launched a Styrofoam barge into the
lake, complete with a makeshift cabin.
It reminded me of Huck Finn and Jim
floating down the Mississippi. Homer
the Goose became a celebrity. He got
to meet Willie Nelson. He led parades
down Congress Avenue. He was de-
tained during a housing protest. The
city council ultimately agreed to meet
with the homeless delegation, to little
effect. In 2004, a handsome shelter
opened downtown, but it had about a
hundred beds—far fewer than needed.
Homer ended his days in an animal
sanctuary, but he succeeded in making
homelessness an issue in a characteris-
tically Austin fashion. The politics of
the city weren' as brutal then, but they
were just as feckless where homeless-
ness was concerned.

Texas was the first state to pass a
law, based on a model bill issued by Joe
Lonsdale’s Cicero Institute, that makes
camping in public places a Class C mis-
demeanor, punishable by a five-hundred-
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“Trying to retrieve words we can't think of is really
the bond that holds us together, isn't it?”

dollar fine, and prohibits state funds from
going to any city that doesn’t enforce the
ban.It’s designed to keep homeless peo-
ple out of public view.

In 1998, Alan Graham, a former real-
estate developer, took aim at the prob-
lem, as an act of Christian charity. Two
years earlier, he had been on a Catho-
lic men’s retreat and was inspired to cre-
ate Mobile Loaves & Fishes, which de-
livered food to homeless Austinites.
Then, in 2014, he built Community
First! Village, in eastern Travis County.
The development currently provides
housing for four hundred people. An
official head count in 2021 found nearly
thirty-two hundred Austinites experi-
encing homelessness, including people
living in shelters. A more recent head
count in San Francisco, a smaller city,
tallied nearly eight thousand—the great
majority unsheltered.

Graham took me around Commu-
nity First! Village in a golf cart. “We
focus exclusively on chronic homeless-
ness,” he told me. To qualify for resi-
dence, a person must have been on the
street for at least a year; the average
time is ten years. Residents live in man-
ufactured housing, R.V.s, or micro-

homes—one-bedroom houses without
kitchens or bathrooms. (Communal fa-
cilities are provided.) Graham’s creation
has evolved into one of the most con-
sequential social innovations in the
country. He and his wife live in the
middle of the village, in a manufactured
house with an attached porch and some
treasured junk out front: an old Coca-
Cola sign, a rusted wagon wheel, the
rim of a hubcap from a Stutz Bearcat.

Graham, who is sixty-seven, has a
ruddy face, glasses, a sideways grin, and
a glistening white beard. He wears a sil-
ver San Damiano cross, which he bought
on a pilgrimage to Assisi, and a blue
gimme cap advertising GOODNESS. He
studied physics at U.T. before dropping
out to become a real-estate developer
and a “serial entrepreneur.” He saw his
business crushed by the 1986 oil bust,
which pummelled real estate in Texas.

Graham handed me a sketch that
hed made bearing the legend “Home-
lessness exists at the intersection of many
broken systems and layers of trauma.”
These include foster care, mental-health
issues, substance abuse, and criminal

justice, but the main route—“the inter-

state highway of homelessness,” Graham
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explained—is a “catastrophic loss of fam-
ily.” Community First! Village aims to
replace those broken family ties with a
caring social structure.

We drove past a greenhouse where,
Graham explained, plants are fertilized
by “fish poop” from an adjoining aquar-
ium. An outdoor garden had a pavilion
in the center. “That was built to house
an eight-hundred-and-fifty-pound
pumpkin we will grow next year,” he
said. “We're trying to create the great-
est show on earth here!” An amphithe-
atre, built with funds donated by the
Alamo Drafthouse—a cinema chain
founded in Austin—is used for movies,
talent shows, and karaoke.

Graham has a gift for recruiting Aus-
tinites to assist with his effort. The
micro-houses, for example, were de-
signed and built by local architects and
contractors. The land was donated by
benefactors. The development today oc-
cupies fifty-one acres, but it will have
tripled in size by the end of 2023: it plans
to add enough houses to shelter four-
teen hundred more people, allowing it
to accommodate nearly two-thirds of
Austin’s chronically homeless population.
This is the result of a single individu-
al’s imagination and persistence, along
with the support of citizens who see the
effort making a difference. “We launched
a hundred-and-fifty-million-dollar cap-
ital campaign,” Graham said. “We've al-

ready raised a hundred and thirty-six.”
Residents pay rent, an average of three
hundred dollars a month. Graham noted
that “seventy to eighty per cent are re-
ceiving some form of government as-
sistance”—Social Security, disability, re-
tirement income, veterans benefits—and
that paying jobs in the village are avail-
able, including gardening, housekeep-
ing, and janitorial services. He took me
into an “entrepreneur hub,” where sev-
eral residents were assembling jewelry
designed by Kendra Scott, an Austin
businesswoman listed by Forbes as one
of the richest women in America. The
community recently developed its own
line of jewelry for an Austin hotel.
“We have a number of drug addicts
and alcoholics,” Graham said. He doesn't
try to reform them, though he does keep
an eye out for people trying to “game
the system” by, say, stealing or hustling
drugs. Nearly everyone has mental or
physical problems. “The average age
here is fifty-six, and the average age of
death is fifty-nine,” Graham said. “We
had a fellow die this morning.” One of
the most meaningful amenities that
Community First! Village provides is a
memorial garden, where the ashes of
those who have passed are placed in a
burial column, with their names in-
scribed in granite. A great fear among
many who live on the street is that they
will die anonymously, unmissed and un-
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“Mommy and Daddy were just wrestling.”

mourned. Nearly three hundred people
died on the streets of Austin in 2022.

“The concept around Community
First! is that, if you want to mitigate
this pandemic of homelessness, the
whole community is going to have to
get involved,” Graham said. “The gov-
ernment should only play a subsidiary
role. We have abdicated that responsi-
bility almost entirely to the government,
and that’s a failed model.”

In 1876, the state’s founders set aside
a tract of land in West Texas, which
eventually swelled to a couple of mil-
lion acres, to support a university sys-
tem. That’s not as high-minded as it
seems; the land was deemed so worth-
less that nobody bothered to survey it.
Along came an oilman named Frank T.
Pickrell, who, in the early nineteen-twen-
ties, decided to drill a well on that land.
At the time, the oil play was all on the
east side of the state. Pickrell chose the
site not because of a geologist’s report
but because it was close to the railroad.
He went to New York to reassure in-
vestors, including a group of Catholic
women who had taken the plunge. They
handed Pickrell a red rose that had been
blessed by a priest, and directed him to
climb the derrick and scatter the petals
while christening the well Santa Rita,
for the patron saint of impossible causes.
He did as they suggested. The well
tapped into the Permian Basin, the larg-
est oil field in American history. “That
changed everything,”J. B. Milliken, the
chancellor of the U.T. system, told me.
The system now has the nation’s larg-
est public-university endowment—sixty-
six billion dollars. The Santa Rita No. 1
rig sits on the edge of the Austin cam-
pus, near the football stadium.
Milliken likes to quote the late sen-
ator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s recipe
for building a great city: “Create a great
university and wait two hundred years.”
The tech industry originated in the Bay
Area and Boston in large part because
of great private universities such as Stan-
ford, M.I.'T.,and Harvard. U.T. has a dif-
ferent mandate. “Public universities exist
to serve the people of the state, so they
tend to be more outwardly facing and
more integrated into every part of the
community,” Milliken told me.“U.T.-Aus-
tin has a strategic plan to be the most
impactful university in the world.”



Michael Dell echoed this. “If you
find great companies, I guarantee you
there’s a great university nearby,” he said.
I observed that this came from a man
who had dropped out of U.T. after two
semesters. “You're absolutely correct,”
he conceded. “But that doesn’t mean
that it doesn’t graduate a lot of talented
people. And they're the required ingre-
dient for success.” Dell, who is fifty-
seven, has the unfurrowed brow and
ready smile of a man who sees a clear
road ahead. The Bloomberg Billionaires
Index ranks him as the world’s twenty-
tifth-richest man. His parents had
wanted him to be a doctor; instead, in
Austin, he helped fund the Dell Chil-
dren’s Medical Center, the Dell Pedi-
atric Research Institute, and the Dell
Medical School.

I asked him if he had intended to
stay in Austin when he dropped out of
school. “I never for a nanosecond thought
about going somewhere else,” he said,
though he wasn't exactly a perfect fit
with the city back then. “T used to ride
my bike to Whole Foods,” he said. That
was about as far as he went with the
Austin counterculture. “I wasn’t smok-
ing joints down in Hippie Hollow,” a
clothing-optional lakeside park. “I was
a’—he traced a square in the air.

I expressed concern about the rate
of growth that is propelling the city into
God knows what. Dell reminded me
that, in each of the four decades he’s
lived in Austin, the city has seen expo-
nential growth. He was fine with that.
“I tend to be more of a pro-change guy,”
he said. “It’s what we do in the tech
world.” He grinned. “If you're not com-
fortable with that, youre gonna have a
really hard time.”

lon Musk has made Austin the
centerpiece of his new Texas em-
pire. In addition to the Gigafactory
Texas—said to be the second-largest
building in the world by volume, after
the Boeing Everett Factory, in Washing-
ton State—Musk’s other businesses in
and around Austin include the tunnel-
drilling Boring Company; Neuralink,
which is working on a computer-brain
interface; and SpaceX, which is seeking
to colonize Mars. These are huge addi-
tions to the Austin-area economy.
I had been worried about the weird-
ness-eradicating influence of wealth

and technology on Austin, but as 1
learned more about Musk’s presence
in the city I realized that weirdness has
actually taken a giant step forward.
Musk has nine living children (one
died in infancy), and a real-estate agent
told me that he has been relocating
them to Austin. (When Musk was
e-mailed about this, and about living
with a friend in town, he replied with
two crying-laughing emojis.) In 2018,
Musk and the Canadian songwriter
Grimes, whose music was described in
this magazine, by my colleague Kelefa
Sanneh, as “irreducibly weird but in-
sistently pop,” began dating. They had
a boy, X &£ A-12, and a daughter, Exa
Dark Siderzl. Shortly after their daugh-
ter was born, Grimes tweeted that she
and Musk had broken up. She then re-
portedly became entangled with an-
other new Austinite, Chelsea Manning,
the whistle-blower and trans activist
freshly free from serving seven years in
military prison. The relationship is said
to have ended within months. Grimes
pleaded with her “fellow Texans” to sign
a petition to ease building regulations
in order to keep Austin from becom-
ing another San Francisco. She tweeted,
“I couldn't afford to buy a house that
fits my kids in Austin (at the moment)
without help from their dad which
is INSANE.”

On Thanksgiving weekend last year,
I rode out to the Circuit of the Amer-
icas, Austins decade-old Formula 1 track,
to meet two crypto bros whod come up
with a genius idea to call attention to
their enterprise. They commissioned a
gigantic statue of Musk’s head, attached
to the body of a goat (for “greatest of
all time”) that was clinging to a rocket
that could actually shoot flames. The
statue had cost six hundred thousand
dollars to make. The bros loaded their
gleaming metallic art work on a flatbed
trailer, like a parade float, and drove it
to Austin, hoping to present it as a trib-
ute to Musk—and to be rewarded with
his embrace. It was a “kamikaze mis-
sion,” Ashley Sansalone, one of the brains
behind the project, told me. He de-
scribed Musk as “the most relevant per-
son in the world.”

It was an overcast fall day. I could hear
the whine of race cars shifting gears. I
estimated that about sixty folks were sit-
ting around, eating hot dogs at picnic

tables, as they waited for the organizers
to decide when a proper posse had as-
sembled. A woman was filming the event
for her YouTube channel. Just as the light
started to fade, the trailer with the giant
statue moved toward the edge of the
parking lot and people in the crowd clam-
bered into their cars. Two yellow buses
squeezed in behind the trailer. I spotted
only one Tesla in the motorcade, which
was mostly F-150s and Mustangs. After
a few false starts, the procession headed
onto Route 130 for the nine-mile trip to
the Gigafactory. There was, of course, no
chance that Musk was awaiting them.
He was busy dismantling Twitter.

The metal Musk head crowned what
looked like some Egyptian sarcophagus.
We rode past former farmland that now
lay uncultivated as its owners waited for
the developers to appear, with their giant
machines, to build more tract houses,
followed by strip malls, schools, and fast-
food restaurants. In this pregnant in-
terim, the wintry yellow grassland looked
naked. A cloud of starlings swirled like
a black tornado and settled into the scrub.
Many of the cars ahead and behind had
their emergency lights flashing. I imag-
ined that drivers coming the other way
would wonder if we were part of a fu-
neral cortege for some beloved member
of the community.

In the distance was the Austin sky-
line, vast and cold and depressingly ho-
mogenous in the silvered light. I have
seen it when the sun hits it just right
and the mirrored surfaces catch fire—
it’s beautiful then, but not the city I had
imagined it would become. I once knew
the place so well, but every day it grows
more unknowable and unlimited, and I
feel more like a resident than like a cit-
izen. But it remains a part of my psy-
che. It’s home.

We turned onto Tesla Road, which
was lined with newly planted trees and
mounds of leftover rubble. One day,
Musk has promised, he will turn the
twenty-one-hundred-acre plot into an
“ecological paradise.” We passed signs
warning, “MUST HAVE TESLA ID CARD.”
Then we beheld the Gigafactory—sleek,
flat-topped, endless, signalling Austin’s
future as a megacity. We came to the
gate, where guards had very efficiently
established a barricade. One by one, we
turned back toward the highway, where
we each went our separate ways. ¢
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PROFILES

DEFIANCE

Despite a near-fatal stabbing—and decades of death threats—Salman Rushdie won't stop telling stories.

hen Salman Rushdie turned
seventy-five, last summer,
he had every reason to be-

lieve that he had outlasted the threat of
assassination. A long time ago, on Val-
entine’s Day, 1989, Iran's Supreme Leader,
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, declared
Rushdie’s novel “The Satanic Verses”
blasphemous and issued a fatwa order-
ing the execution of its author and “all
those involved in its publication.” Rush-
die, a resident of London, spent the next
decade in a fugitive existence, under
constant police protection. But after set-
tling in New York, in 2000, he lived
freely, insistently unguarded. He refused
to be terrorized.

There were times, though, when the
lingering threat made itself apparent, and
not merely on the lunatic reaches of the
Internet. In 2012, during the annual au-
tumn gathering of world leaders at the
United Nations, I joined a small meet-
ing of reporters with Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad, the President of Iran, and I
asked him if the multimillion-dollar
bounty that an Iranian foundation had
placed on Rushdie’s head had been re-
scinded. Ahmadinejad smiled with a glint
of malice. “Salman Rushdie, where is he
now?” he said. “There is no news of him.
Is he in the United States? If he is in the
U.S., you shouldn't broadcast that, for his
own safety.”

Within a year, Ahmadinejad was out
of office and out of favor with the mul-
lahs. Rushdie went on living as a free
man. The years passed. He wrote book
after book, taught, lectured, travelled, met
with readers, married, divorced, and be-
came a fixture in the city that was his
adopted home. If he ever felt the need
for some vestige of anonymity, he wore
a baseball cap.

Recalling his first few months in New
York, Rushdie told me, “People were
scared to be around me. I thought, The
only way I can stop that is to behave as
if I'm not scared. I have to show them

BY DAVID REMNICK

there’s nothing to be scared about.” One
night, he went out to dinner with An-
drew Wylie, his agent and friend, at Nick
& Toni’s, an extravagantly conspicuous
restaurant in East Hampton. The painter
Eric Fischl stopped by their table and
said, “Shouldn’t we all be afraid and leave
the restaurant?”
“Well, I'm having dinner,” Rushdie
replied. “You can do what you like.”
Fischl hadn’t meant to offend, but
sometimes there was a tone of derision
in press accounts of Rushdie’s “indefat-
igable presence on the New York night-
life scene,” as Laura M. Holson put it in
the Times. Some people thought he
should have adopted a more austere pos-
ture toward his predicament. Would Sol-
zhenitsyn have gone onstage with Bono
or danced the night away at Moomba?
For Rushdie, keeping a low profile
would be capitulation. He was a social
being and would live as he pleased. He
even tried to render the fatwa ridicu-
lous. Six years ago, he played himself in
an episode of “Curb Your Enthusiasm”
in which Larry David provokes threats
from Iran for mocking the Ayatollah
while promoting his upcoming produc-
tion “Fatwa! The Musical.” David is ter-
rified, but Rushdie’s character assures
him that life under an edict of execu-
tion, though it can be “scary,” also makes
a man alluring to women. “It’s not ex-
actly you, it’s the fatwa wrapped around
you, like sexy pixie dust!” he says.
With every public gesture, it ap-
peared, Rushdie was determined to show
that he would not merely survive but
flourish, at his desk and on the town.
“There was no such thing as absolute
security,” he wrote in his third-person
memoir, “Joseph Anton,” published in
2012. “There were only varying degrees
of insecurity. He would have to learn to
live with that.” He well understood that
his demise would not require the co6r-
dinated efforts of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps or Hezbollah; a
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cracked loner could easily do the job.
“But I had come to feel that it was a
very long time ago, and that the world
moves on,” he told me.

In September, 2021, Rushdie married
the poet and novelist Rachel Eliza Grif-
fiths, whom he'd met six years earlier, at
a PEN event. It was his fifth marriage,
and a happy one. They spent the pan-
demic together productively. By last July,
Rushdie had made his final corrections
on a new novel, titled “Victory City.”

One of the sparks for the novel was
a trip decades ago to the town of Hampi,
in South India, the site of the ruins of
the medieval Vijayanagara empire. “Vic-
tory City,” which is presented as a re-
covered medieval Sanskrit epic, is the
story of a young girl named Pampa Kam-
pana, who, after witnessing the death
of her mother, acquires divine powers
and conjures into existence a glorious
metropolis called Bisnaga, in which
women resist patriarchal rule and reli-
gious tolerance prevails, at least for a
while. The novel, firmly in the tradition
of the wonder tale, draws on Rushdie’s
readings in Hindu mythology and in
the history of South Asia.

“The first kings of Vijayanagara an-
nounced, quite seriously, that they were
descended from the moon,” Rushdie said.
“So when these kings, Harihara and
Bukka, announce that they’re members
of the lunar dynasty, they’re basically as-
sociating themselves with those great
heroes. It’s like saying, T've descended
from the same family as Achilles.” Or
Agamemnon. And so I thought, Well,
if you could say that, I can say anything.”

Above all, the book is buoyed by the
character of Pampa Kampana, who,
Rushdie says, “just showed up in my
head” and gave him his story, his sense
of direction. The pleasure for Rushdie
in writing the novel was in “world build-
ing”and, at the same time, writing about
a character building that world: “It’s me
doing it, but it’s also her doing it.” The



“Tve always thought that my books are more interesting than my life,” Rushdie says. “The world appears to disagree.”
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pleasure is infectious. “Victory City” is
an immensely enjoyable novel. It is also
an affirmation. At the end, with the great
city in ruins, what is left is not the story-
teller but her words:

I, Pampa Kampana, am the author of this book.

I have lived to see an empire rise and fall.

How are they remembered now, these kings,
these queens?

They exist now only in words . . .

I myself am nothing now. All that remains is
this city of words.

Words are the only victors.

It is hard not to read this as a credo
of sorts. Over the years, Rushdie’s friends
have marvelled at his ability to write
amid the fury unleashed on him. Mar-
tin Amis has said that, if he were in his
shoes, “I would, by now, be a tearful and
tranquilized three-hundred-pounder,
with no eyelashes or nostril hairs.” And
yet “Victory City” is Rushdie’s sixteenth
book since the fatwa.

He was pleased with the finished
manuscript and was getting encourage-
ment from friends who had read it. (“I
think ‘Victory City’ will be one of his
books that will last,” the novelist Hari
Kunzru told me.) During the pandemic,
Rushdie had also completed a play about
Helen of Troy, and he was already toy-
ing with an idea for another novel. He'd
reread Thomas Mann’s “The Magic
Mountain”and Franz Kafka’s “The Cas-
tle,”novels that deploy a naturalistic lan-
guage to evoke strange, hermetic worlds—
an alpine sanatorium, a remote provincial
bureaucracy. Rushdie thought about using
a similar approach to create a peculiar
imaginary college as his setting. He
started keeping notes. In the meantime,
he looked forward to a peaceful summer
and, come winter, a publicity tour to pro-
mote “Victory City.”

On August 11th, Rushdie arrived for
a speaking engagement at the Chautau-
qua Institution, situated on an idyllic
property bordering a lake in southwest-
ern New York State. There, for nine weeks
every summer, a prosperous crowd in-
tent on self-improvement and fresh air
comes to attend lectures, courses, screen-
ings, performances, and readings. Chau-
tauqua has been a going concern since
1874. Franklin Roosevelt delivered his “I
hate war” speech there, in 1936. Over the
years, Rushdie has occasionally suffered
from nightmares, and a couple of nights
before the trip he dreamed of someone,

“like a gladiator,” attacking him with “a
sharp object.” But no midnight portent
was going to keep him home. Chautau-
qua was a wholesome venue, with cook-
outs, magic shows, and Sunday school.
One donor described it to me as “the
safest place on earth.”

Rushdie had agreed to appear onstage
with his friend Henry Reese. Eighteen
years ago, Rushdie helped Reese raise
funds to create City of Asylum, a pro-
gram in Pittsburgh that supports authors
who have been driven into exile. On the
morning of August 12th, Rushdie had
breakfast with Reese and some donors
on the porch of the Athenaeum Hotel,
a Victorian pile near the lake. At the
table, he told jokes and stories, admit-
ting that he sometimes ordered books
from Amazon even if he felt a little guilty
about it. With mock pride, he bragged
about his speed as a signer of books,
though he had to concede that Amy Tan
was quicker: “But she has an advantage,
because her name is so short.”

A crowd of more than a thousand
was gathering at the amphitheatre. It
was shorts-and-polo-shirt weather,
sunny and clear. On the way into the
venue, Reese introduced Rushdie to his
ninety-three-year-old mother, and then
they headed for the greenroom to spend
time organizing their talk. The plan was
to discuss the cultural hybridity of the
imagination in contemporary literature,
show some slides and describe City
of Asylum, and, finally, open things up
for questions.

At 10:45 A.M., Rushdie and Reese
took their places onstage, settling into
yellow armchairs. Off to the side, Sony
Ton-Aime, a poet and the director of
the literary-arts program at Chautauqua,
stepped to a lectern to introduce the talk.
At10:47, there was a commotion. A young
man ran down the aisle and climbed onto
the stage. He was dressed all in black
and armed with a knife.

Rushdie grew up in Bombay in a hill-
side villa with a view of the Ara-
bian Sea. The family was Muslim, but
secular. They were wealthy, though less
so over time. Salman’s father, Anis
Ahmed Rushdie, was a textile manufac-
turer who, according to his son, had the
business acumen of a “four-year-old
child.” But, for all his flaws, Rushdie’s

father read to him from the “great won-
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der tales of the East,” including the sto-
ries of Scheherazade in the “Thousand
and One Nights,” the Sanskrit animal
fables of the Panchatantra, and the ex-
ploits of Amir Hamza, an uncle of the
Prophet Muhammad. Salman became
obsessed with stories; they were his most
valued inheritance. He spent countless
hours at his local bookstore, Reader’s
Paradise. In time, he devoured the two
vast Sanskrit epics, the Ramayana and
the Mahabharata; the Greek and Roman
myths; and the adventures of Bertie
Wooster and Jeeves.

Nothing was sacred to young Rush-
die, not even the stories with religious
origins, but on some level he believed
them all. He was particularly enraptured
by the polytheistic storytelling traditions
in which the gods behave badly, weirdly,
hilariously. He was taken by a Hindu
tale, the Samudra Manthan, in which
gods and demons churn the Milky Way
so that the stars release amrita, the nec-
tar of immortality. He would look up at
the night sky and imagine the nectar
falling toward him. “Maybe if I opened
my mouth,” he said to himself, “a drop
might fall in and then I would be im-
mortal, too.”

Later, Rushdie learned from the oral
traditions as well. On a trip to Kerala,
in South India, he listened to profes-
sional storytellers spin tales at outdoor
gatherings where large crowds paid a
few rupees and sat on the ground to lis-
ten for hours. What especially interested
Rushdie was the style of these fabulists:
circuitous, digressive, improvisational.
“They’ve got three or four narrative balls
in the air at any given moment, and they
just juggle them,” he said. That, too, fed
his imagination and, eventually, his sense
of the novel’s possibilities.

At the age of thirteen, Rushdie was
sent oft to Rugby, a centuries-old Brit-
ish boarding school. There were three
mistakes a boarder could make in those
days, as he came to see it: be foreign, be
clever, and be bad at games. He was all
three. He was decidedly happier as a uni-
versity student. At King’s College, Cam-
bridge, he met several times with E. M.
Forster, the author of “Howards End”
and “A Passage to India.” “He was very
encouraging when he heard that I wanted
to be a writer,” Rushdie told me. “And
he said something which I treasured,
which is that he felt that the great novel



of India would be written by somebody
from India with a Western education.

“I hugely admire ‘A Passage to India,’
because it was an anti-colonial book at
a time when it was not at all fashionable
to be anti-colonial,” he went on. “What
I'kind of rebelled against was Forsterian
English, which is very cool and meticu-
lous. I thought, If there’s one thing that
India is not, it’s not cool. It’s hot and
noisy and crowded and excessive. How
do you find a language that’s like that?”

As an undergraduate, Rushdie stud-
ied history, taking particular interest in
the history of India, the United States,
and Islam. Along the way, he read about
the “Satanic verses,”an episode in which
the Prophet Muhammad (“one of the
great geniuses of world history,” Rush-
die wrote years later) is said to have
been deceived by Satan and made a
proclamation venerating three god-
desses; he soon reversed himself after
the Archangel Gabriel revealed this de-
ception, and the verses were expunged
from the sacred record. The story raised
many questions. The verses about the
three goddesses had, it was said, initially
been popular in Mecca, so why were
they discredited? Was it to do with their
subjects being female? Had Muham-
mad somehow flirted with polytheism,
making the “revelation” false and sa-
tanic? “I thought, Good story,” Rush-
die said. “I found out later how good.”
He filed it away for later use.

After graduating from Cambridge,
Rushdie moved to London and set to
work as a writer. He wrote novels and
stories, along with glowing reviews of
his future work which, as he later not-
ed, “offered a fleeting, onanistic com-
tort, usually followed by a pang of
shame.” There was a great deal of typ-
ing, finishing, and then stashing away
the results. One novel, “The Antago-
nist,”was heavily influenced by Thomas
Pynchon and featured a secondary char-
acter named Saleem Sinai, who was
born at midnight August 14-15,1947, the
moment of Indian independence. (More
for the file.) Another misfire, “‘Madame
Rama,” took aim at Indira Gandhi, who
had imposed emergency rule in India.
“Grimus” (1975), Rushdie’s first pub-
lished novel, was a sci-fi fantasy based
on a twelfth-century Sufi narrative poem
called “The Conference of the Birds.”

It attracted a few admirers, Ursula K.
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“We bought the place sight unseen and then were informed
it came with at least nine ena’angerea’ species. 7

Le Guin among them, but had tepid
reviews and paltry sales.

To underwrite this ever-lengthening
apprenticeship, Rushdie, like F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Joseph Heller, and Don De-
Lillo, worked in advertising, notably at
the firm Ogilvy & Mather. He wrote
copy extolling the virtues of the Daily
Mirror, Scotch Magic Tape, and Aero
chocolate bars. He found the work easy.
He has always been partial to puns, allit-
eration, limericks, wordplay of all kinds.
In fact, as he approached his thirti-
eth birthday, his best-known achieve-
ment in letters was his campaign on
behalf of Aero, “the bubbliest milk choc-
olate you can buy.” He indelibly described
the aerated candy bar as “Adorabubble,”
“Delectabubble,” “Irresistabubble,” and,
when placed in store windows, “Availa-
bubble here.”

But advertising was hardly his life’s
ambition, and Rushdie now embarked

on an “all or nothing” project. He went
to India for an extended trip,a reimmer-
sion in the subcontinent, with endless
bus rides and countless conversations. It
revived something in himj; as he put it,
“a world came flooding back.” Here was
the hot and noisy Bombay English that
hed been looking for. In 1981, when Rush-
die was thirty-three, he published “Mid-
night’s Children,” an autobiographical-
national epic of Bombay and the rise of
post-colonial India. The opening of the
novel is a remarkable instance of a unique
voice announcing itself:

I was born in the city of Bombay . . . once
upon a time. No, that won't do, there’s no get-
ting away from the date: I was born in Doc-
tor Narlikar’s Nursing Home on August 15th,
1947. And the time? The time matters, too.
Well then: at night. No, it’s important to be
more . . . On the stroke of midnight, as a mat-
ter of fact. Clockhands joined palms in respect-
ful greeting as I came. Oh, spell it out, spell
it out: at the precise instant of India’s arrival
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at independence, I tumbled forth into the world.
There were gasps. And, outside the window,
fireworks and crowds. . . . I, Saleem Sinai, later
variously called Snotnose, Stainface, Baldy,
Sniffer, Buddha and even Piece-of-the-Moon,
had become heavily embroiled in Fate.

Perhaps the most distinct echo is from
Saul Bellow’s “The Adventures of Augie
March”: “I am an American, Chicago
born—Chicago, that somber city—and
go at things as I have taught myself, free-
style, and will make the record in my
own way. . ..” When Rushdie shifted
from the third-person narrator of his
earlier drafts to the first-person address
of the protagonist, Saleem Sinai, the
novel took off. Rushdie was suddenly
back “in the world that made me.” For-
ster had been onto something. In an En-
glish of his own devising, Rushdie had
written a great Indian novel, a prismatic
work with all the noise, abundance, mul-
tilingual complexity, wit,and, ultimately,
political disappointment of the country
he set out to describe. As he told me,
“Bombay is a city built very largely on
reclaimed land—reclaimed from the sea.
And I thought of the book as being kind
of an act of reclamation.”

“Midnight’s Children” is a novel of
overwhelming muchness, of magic and
mythologies. Saleem learns that a thou-
sand other children were born at the
same moment as he was, and that these
thousand and one storytellers make up
avast subcontinental Scheherazade. Sal-
eem is telepathically attuned to the ca-
cophony of an infinitely varied post-
colonial nation, with all its fissures and
conflicts. “I was a radio receiver and could
turn the volume down or up,” he tells
us. “I could select individual voices; I

could even, by an effort of will, switch
oft my newly discovered ear.”

The novel was quickly recognized as
a classic. “We have an epic in our laps,”
John Leonard wrote in the Times. “The
obvious comparisons are to Giinter Grass
in “The Tin Drum’and to Gabriel Gar-
cia Mérquez in ‘One Hundred Years of
Solitude.”I am happy to oblige the ob-
vious.” “Midnight’s Children” won the
Booker Prize in 1981, and, many years
later, “the Booker of Bookers,” the best
of the best. One of the few middling re-
views Rushdie received was from his fa-
ther. His reading of the novel was, at
best, dismissive; he could not have been
pleased by the depiction of the protag-
onist’s father, who, like him, had a drink-
ing problem. “When you have a baby on
your lap, sometimes it wets you, but you
forgive it,” he told Rushdie. It was only
years later, when he was dying, that he
came clean: “I was angry because every
word you wrote was true.”

Shortly after the publication of “Mid-
night’s Children,” Bill Buford, an Amer-
ican who had reinvented the literary quar-
terly Grantawhile studying at Cambridge,
invited Rushdie to give a reading at a
space above a hairdresser’s. “I didn’t know
who was going to show up,” Rushdie re-
called. “The room was packed, absolutely
bursting at the seams, and a large per-
centage were Indian readers. I was unbe-
lievably moved. A rather well-dressed
middle-aged lady in a fancy sari stood up
at the end of the reading, in this sort of
Q. & A.bit,and she said, ‘T want to thank
you, Mr. Rushdie, because you have told
my story.” It still almost 