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Life Is Elsewhere

Garth Greenwell is correct to 
question the concept of “relevance” 
as it is commonly applied to art 
[“Making Meaning,” Essay, Novem-
ber]. His arguments make me won-
der about my long-held instinct to 
seek out “irrelevant” literature. I 
used to think it was a question of 
escapism, of wanting to avoid the 
intrusion of reality into the sphere 
of the imagination, but I don’t think 
that’s it entirely. 

I recoil from transparent appeals 
to relevance in my reading—in re-
cent years, this has often included 
journalism and fiction forced by the 
marketplace to maneuver itself into 
some artificial frame involving Don-

ald Trump. It’s what drew me to 
Greenwell’s essay before anything 
else in the November issue, which 
was otherwise largely concerned with 
the election and threats to American 
democracy. Beyond escapism, there is 
simply fatigue.

Richard Hiatt
Colorado Springs, Colo.

Why Riot?

I read with interest David Brom-
wich’s article on the recent protests 
[“Is America Ungovernable?,” Essay, 
November]. I appreciate his contrari-
an stance, though I was bothered by 
his insistence, as though stating a fact, 
that the destruction of property—such 
as “statues of Confederate military 
officers”—is self-evidently a bad thing.

How does Bromwich view, say, the 
destruction of the Berlin Wall? Does 
he not think there is a point at which 
people have simply had enough, 

LETTERS
m a g a z i n e

Harper’s Magazine welcomes reader response. 
Please address mail to Letters, Harper’s 
Magazine, 666 Broadway, New York, N.Y. 
10012, or email us at letters@harpers.org. 
Short letters are more likely to be published, 
and all letters are subject to editing. Volume 
precludes individual acknowledgment.
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when we should agree that it is bet-
ter for them to take out their justifi-
able anger on monuments than on 
other people?

I urge Bromwich and other re-
presentatives of an aging white 
center-left (to which I also belong) to 
resist their knee-jerk reactions to the 
uprisings and instead try to consider 
where protesters are coming from and 
whether—even if we are occasionally 
disturbed by their actions—their rage 
might not be fully understandable, 
even righteous.

Malcolm Fraser
Montreal

Bromwich’s provocative essay left 
me wondering why he has such a blin-
kered view of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, and why he essentially 
ignores the police brutality that was 
inflicted on peaceful demonstrators—
perhaps most visibly in June of last 
year, when tear gas was used to clear a 
path for Donald Trump’s photo op at 
St.  John’s Church in Washington, 
D.C. At times, Bromwich seems to be 
willfully conflating this year’s largely 
nonviolent protests with isolated in-
stances of violent rioting or looting. 

If there has appeared to be overlap 
between these forms of unrest, we 
should still understand the historical 
context of protesters’ actions, which 
are motivated by injustice and are 
meant to influence our politics and to 
inspire action. Reform doesn’t happen 
without pressure. It doesn’t sponta-
neously emerge from an atmosphere 
of stability. The degree of carnage to 
which Black and Latino Americans 
have been subjected by law enforce-
ment simply cannot go on. America 
is only governable if those of us who 
are governed feel that we are heard 
and can instigate change.

Joshua P. Cohen
Boston

Whose Left?

Who and where exactly are the 
“many on the left” whom Kevin 
Baker claims “cannot bring them-
selves to vote for a candidate or a 

party they blame for making the rise 
of Donald Trump possible in the first 
place” [“You Say You Want a Revolu-
tion,” Easy Chair, November]? Are 
they voices in his head, or on Twit-
ter? A handful of carefully curated 
Reddit threads? He never really 
bothers to say.

He writes of “putting aside our arro-
gance for a moment,” but he does noth-
ing of the sort, instead demanding that 
we follow Black Democrats— here 
discussed monolithically—who “over-
whelmingly” supported Biden. I 
don’t know how Baker reconciles 
this with the reality that Bernie 
Sanders raised far more money from 
Black voters than any other Demo-
crat in the field. Black support for 
Biden is taken for granted.

Baker stakes his credibility on 
understanding the left—he voted 
for Elizabeth Warren, after all. (Ku-
dos.) He refers to himself as a mem-
ber of the “liberal left,” whatever 
that is. He says a candidate in the 
Biden mold can be pushed to do 
the right thing. But it is not clear to 
me that we agree on what that 
would be, or that Baker understands 
the political landscape he attempts 
to diagnose.

Samuel Ephraim
New York City

The Votes That Count

I was disappointed to find that 
your roundtable discussion on vot-
ing [“What’s in a Vote?,” Forum, 
November] all but ignored the im-
portance of down-ballot and local 
races, which are, of course, also de-
cided during national elections.

Years ago, an uncle of mine ran for 
magistrate in Pennsylvania and won 
narrowly; this was an election in 
which every vote mattered. He went 
on to win reelection and served until 
he retired because of age restrictions. 
The sum total of our local and state 
elections can be just as crucial as the 
national contests—if not more so. 
They certainly make a difference in 
any vibrant democracy.

Jim Meehan
Lake Worth, Fla.

Honor her legacy 

& fund the future

Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg’s

Dissent Collar
dissentpins.com

N
EW

 EARRIN
GS 

Pins, earri ngs, 

necklaces & more

N
EW

 DESIGN
S 



4   HARPER’S MAGAZINE / JANUARY 2021

EDITOR’S DESK
A Novel Approach
By Christopher Beha

T his issue marks the debut of 
two new Harper’s Magazine 
columnists: Hari Kunzru will 

now be alternating with Thomas Chat-
terton Williams in the Easy Chair, 
while Claire Messud takes over as our 
New Books critic. Both writers are ac-
complished essayists who may be best 
known for their fiction— between 
them they have published a dozen nov-
els. And as it happens, our cover story 
is a long personal essay by another 
distinguished novelist, Ann Patchett. 
While the events recounted in her 
essay are all true, they are shaped at 
every turn by a novelistic sensibility— 
one that tends “to think of things in 
terms of story.” Add to these three an 
essay by Karl Ove Knausgaard in Read-
ings; a review by Lauren Oyler, whose 
first novel will be published next 
month; and this column, and you’ll 
find the majority of these pages filled 
by novelists writing non- fiction. (This 
is of course in addition to fiction by 
Diane Williams, Dorthe Nors, and 
Elizabeth McCracken.) 

Harper’s has long made a point of 
publishing factual writing by distin-
guished novelists. In the first century 
of its existence, the magazine fea-

tured travel writing by Nathaniel 
Hawthorne and Henry James, liter-
ary criticism by Mark Twain and 
William Dean Howells, reporting by 
John Dos Passos and Theodore Drei-
ser, memoir by Edith Wharton. More 
recently, some of our best- loved es-
says have been by James Baldwin, 
Ralph Ellison, and Marilynne Rob-
inson. Like many Harper’s readers of 
my generation, I was first brought 
to the magazine by David Foster 
Wallace’s sui generis reporting from 
cruise ships and state fairs. But while 
we have given almost entire issues over 
to narrative journalism by Norman 
Mailer and William T.  Vollmann, I 
don’t know that any other single issue 
in our history has featured quite so 
many novelists.

Given  t he  t imi ng  o f  t h i s 
development— in the blessed twilight 
of the Trump presidency— a reader 
might be tempted to see in it a con-
scious turning away from the horrors 
of the past four years toward somewhat 
lighter fare. In fact, there is a bit of 
editorial happenstance at work. Yet 
the magazine’s long- held affinity for 
fiction writers feels particularly ap-
propriate in this moment, not because 

we are owed a little break from reality, 
but because there are moments when 
reality is best approached by way of 
the imagination.

D ickens was more real than 
Stalin or Beria,” the great 
Russian- American poet Jo-

seph Brodsky once wrote about his 
youth in Brezhnev’s Soviet Union. 
“More than anything else, novels 
would affect our modes of behavior 
and conversations.” Brodsky’s gen-
eration came of age after Khrush-
chev’s mild liberalization had been 
answered with reactionary re-
trenchment. The worst terrors of 
the Stalin years were mostly over, 
citizens of the  USSR did not have 
to fear for their lives as their par-
ents had, but they could no longer 
doubt that the world in which they 
were forced to live had been built 
on lies. They recognized the sup-
posed reality all around them as 
poorly  made fiction. And so “books 
became the first and only reality, 
whereas reality itself was regarded 
either as nonsense or a nuisance.” 
This was not a matter of escapism. 
Brodsky and his peers were looking 

“
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for some standard by which to live 
their lives, and they found that stan-
dard in fiction: “In its ethics, this 
generation was among the most 
bookish in the history of Russia, and 
thank God for that.”

People like Brodsky and his 
cohort—intellectuals for whom “exis-
tence which ignores the standards 
professed in literature is inferior and 
unworthy of effort”— are rare in any 
time and place. They are perhaps es-
pecially rare now, when most fiction 
writers do not think of professing 
standards as part of their job. But even 
those who do not read literature can 
find themselves influenced by it, in 
much the way that Keynes’s “practical 
men, who believe themselves to be 
quite exempt from any intellectual 
influences, are usually the slaves of 
some defunct economist.” It is those 
moments when things seem most 
unsettled, when they make the least 
sense, that fiction writers— whose 
business is turning the chaos of ev-
eryday life into some coherent whole, 
finding a “form to accommodate the 
mess,” as Beckett put it— can most 
be of use. But they can also be of a 
particular kind of use. “In the busi-
ness of writing what one accumulates 
is not expertise but uncertainties,” 
Brodsky noted. Of course we would 
all like a little certainty in this 
strange moment, but a false certainty 
is worse than none at all. And while 
the widespread dismissal of expertise 
has been one of the more worrying 
elements of the age, it must also be 
said that the experts have not always 
served us well.

“The creative work of the mind 
is based upon a happy agreement 
between the rational and the irra-
tional,” wrote another great Rus-
sian expatriate, Vladimir Nabokov. 
If we are going to get past the worst 
of the Trump era, we will certainly 
need a bit more rationality, but we 
might paradoxically need a bit more 
irrationality too. After all, a person 
guided purely by reason would have 
had trouble understanding the past 
four years. But no such person ex-
ists. We are all steered by a mixture 
of the rational and the irrational. It 
is one of the enduring challenges of 
life to put the two into some kind 
of agreement. 
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Complexity

By Hari Kunzru
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With two supporters, Marjorie 
Taylor Greene of Georgia 
and Lauren Boebert of Col-

orado, just elected to the House of 
Representatives, the QAnon conspir-
acy theory looks set to survive in some 
form the defeat of its hero, Donald 
Trump. Like millenarians coming to 
terms with the failure of prophecy, Q’s 
followers will no doubt incorporate the 
latest disappointing events into a world 
picture that is already a rat’s nest of 
connections. It may be helped in this 
effort by the profusion of graphical 
representations QAnon has spawned. 
The internet is littered with maps and 
illustrations. You can find a flowchart 
of the “theoretical functional rela-
tionships” of the supposed cabal of 
pedophiles that is operating an inter-
national child sex- trafficking ring, and 
a Sephirot Map of the Pharaonic Death 
Cult. There are trees and diagrams and 
social- network graphs and many, many 
pyramids, some daringly inverted, so 
that instead of base matter leading up 
to an all- seeing eye, “sheep asleep” ex-
pand toward “the mystery of universal 
creation.” Some of the most widely 
circulated graphics are versions of the 
Q- Web, by a designer engaged in 
what he calls the Deep State Map-
ping Project. The Q- Web is a forest of 
signs, connecting the legendary lands 
of Atlantis and Mu with time travel, 
the Borgias, Aleister Crowley, and 
 COINTELPRO. The familiar nodes are 
all there, from Area 51 to 9/11, flung 
together without any apparent logic. Yet 
despite its incoherence, there is, in a 
strictly aesthetic sense, something sub-
lime about it, or at least about the ex-

perience it is trying to represent, the 
experience of scale and complexity, of a 
world that is beyond the capacity of the 
human mind to apprehend.

Q belongs to a sketchy but ancient 
tradition of folk scholarship, research 
into the world’s signs and wonders that 
has always been carried on in the mar-
gins, beneath the notice of respectable 
academia. Hedge wizards and makers of 
almanacs, UFO abductees and 5G 
truthers, all hold out the same promise— 
that one universal hidden truth shall be 
revealed, and the horror of not knowing 
will come to an end.

In Libra, Don DeLillo’s novel about 
the Kennedy assassination, a researcher 
with the Borgesian name Nicholas 
Branch trails the forking paths of the 
plot through the archives of the CIA. He 
has been commissioned to write a “secret 
history” of the event for the agency, or 
as he puts it, to “follow the bullet trajec-
tories backwards to the lives that occupy 
the shadows, actual men who moan in 
their dreams.” In a formulation that has 
become famous,  DeLillo wrote in White 
Noise that “all plots tend to move 
deathward,” but Libra shows that this 
doesn’t mean they’re tightly controlled, 
or even fully intentional. “If we are on 
the outside,” Branch muses, sitting in 
his office at Langley,

we assume a conspiracy is the perfect 
working of a scheme. Silent nameless 
men with unadorned hearts. A con-
spiracy is everything that ordinary life 
is not. It’s the inside game, cold, sure, 
undistracted, forever closed off to us.

At least in  DeLillo’s version of it, the 
conspiracy to assassinate the presi-

dent was “a rambling affair that suc-
ceeded in the short term due mainly 
to chance.”

Does Q dream of its own abolition? 
Does it dream of finding out who gave 
the order to shoot? Kennedy research-
ers share the basic conviction that 
the various superposed narratives of the 
assassination could ultimately collapse 
into one single solution. Q has a differ-
ent kind of energy.

The volatility unleashed by Q, and 
Q’s internet- accelerated fusion with 
other pandemic- related currents of con-
spiracy thinking— anti- vaccine and 
anti- mask ideology, virus denial, and the 
like— give it the feel of something new, 
a blob of unreason against which the 
Kennedy narrative seems quaint, al-
most genteel. But Q’s refusal to cohere 
could also just be a late stage of the 
usual thinking, a kind of entropic decay 
that’s inherent to conspiracy. What’s 
promised is a grail quest, and at first the 
world is tantalizing, twinkling seduc-
tively with meaning. But as the forking 
paths continue to ramify, Truth is to be 
found not in one place, but everywhere. 
In the  Q- Web, everything is connected 
to everything else. Reality is over-
whelming, terrifying. The end point 
isn’t self- realization, but abjection, the 
would- be interpreter gibbering before 
the staggering number of connections. 
What starts out as heroic fantasy ends 
up as horror.

O ur desire for simplicity is 
understandable. We like our 
stories to have plots, for 

life’s messiness to form a neat arc. In 
reality, we don’t get to start at the 
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beginning. We’re thrown into the 
middle of things, into the chaos of 
history. “The tradition of all dead 
generations weighs like a nightmare 
on the brains of the living,” Karl Marx 
wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of 
Louis Napoleon. Conspiracy thinking 
reduces this weight into something 
more manageable, a plot in both of 
 DeLillo’s senses, a narrative and the 
hidden agency of a few individuals, a 
diabolical elite that could potentially 
be overthrown.

Conspiracy theories seem naïve be-
cause they’re so childishly hopeful. It 
is hard to live with the understanding 
that the world’s evils have complex 
causes, and that moral responsibility 
is diffused so widely that the final 
retribution a conspiracy theorist 
dreams of could never come to pass. 
Maybe it’s just ten guys in a boardroom 
and the hero can kick down the door and 
take them out? For many people, only 
a religious belief that justice will ulti-
mately be done, whether in the after-
life or at the end of days, can provide 
sufficient consolation.

Yet we all have to face the question 
of how best to act within the world’s 
complexity, and the way “normies” 
cope isn’t ultimately so different 
from the conspiracists’ reductionism. 
We tend to steer away from complex 
explanations, to make things easier 
for ourselves.

What is simplicity? It’s a quality 
we feel we can intuitively identify. 
Simplicity is minimal and elegant. A 
simple object has no ornament. Ev-
erything that is not essential has been 
refined away. Simplicity is, in most of 
the ways we commonly talk about it, 
an aesthetic criterion, something to 
do with Platonic forms or a white 
canvas. But it turns up at the founda-
tions of scientific thinking too. Math-
ematicians look for simple proofs; 
physicists try to describe the universe 
in terms of fundamental forces. Yet a 
perfume of aesthetics clings to even 
these rigorous endeavors. In physics, 
wrote Murray Gell- Mann, “a beautiful 
or elegant theory is more likely to be 
right than a theory that is inelegant.” 
Many other physicists have expressed 
themselves in similar ways. The link 
between beauty and fundamental 
physical reality is such an attractive 
and familiar sentiment that one 

hears it expressed almost involun-
tarily in the voice of Carl Sagan or 
Neil  deGrasse Tyson.

The German theoretical physicist 
Sabine Hossenfelder has interviewed 
colleagues about how beauty influ-
ences the way they judge their theo-
ries, and how it shapes the avenues 
they choose to pursue. Her book Lost 
in Math (published in German under 
the more informative title The Ugly 
Universe) makes the startling claim 
that not only do aesthetic notions of 
beauty have no necessary basis in 
physical fact, but they might be re-
sponsible for the failure of fundamen-
tal physics to progress substantially 
since the Seventies.

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,— that 
is all / Ye know on earth, and all ye 
need to know.” Even if our ideas about 
the relationship between truth and 
beauty have shifted since Keats wrote 
his “Ode on a Grecian Urn” in 1819, 
most people today still intuitively feel 
that truth and beauty are closely re-
lated. Hossenfelder sees this as bias. 
She identifies three main aesthetic 
principles current among her peers: 
symmetry, naturalness, and simplicity. 
“The presence of a symmetry always 
reveals a redundancy and allows sim-
plification. Hence, symmetries explain 
more with less.” The example she gives 
is a description of the sky. We do not 
need to say that the sky is blue to the 
north and south and east and west, at 
least not if it’s a clear day. We just say 
that the sky is blue. It has rotational 
symmetry. Naturalness has a more 
technical meaning, concerning the 
numbers a physicist considers reason-
able. “Physicists don’t like numerical 
coincidences that require very large 
numbers,” explains Hossenfelder. Nor, 
she adds, do they like small ones. 
“Generally, they don’t like numbers 
much different from 1.” A number 
around one feels natural, proof that a 
theory fits.

The third principle, simplicity, 
seems to underlie both of the others. 
To a physicist, simplicity has two 
meanings. The famous philosophical 
razor attributed to William of Ock-
ham states that entities should not be 
multiplied without necessity. In other 
words, among several theories that 
explain the same phenomenon, 
choose the simplest one. Hossenfelder 

warns that “we can look for a theory 
simpler than some other theory, but 
not start constructing a theory based 
on simplicity alone.” This is a subtle 
but vital distinction. Going with the 
simplest theory is just a sensible heu-
ristic for exploring the universe. Be-
lieving that the foundations of the 
universe are simple is something else, 
an assumption that may not be war-
ranted. There are objective ways of 
measuring simplicity, such as compu-
tational complexity, but Hossenfelder 
notes that “the human idea of sim-
plicity is . . . very much based on ease 
of applicability, which is closely tied 
to our ability to grasp an idea, hold it 
in mind.”

Hossenfelder suggests that physics 
is stuck because physicists are looking 
for beautiful solutions to problems 
when the universe may not conform 
to human notions of beauty at all. It 
might, in her terms, be ugly— that is 
to say, irreducibly complex and messy. 
Simplicity, after all, means simplicity 
for us. It is a human- scale quality, a 
way of saying that something is man-
ageable for human beings.

At a historical moment when 
we are repressing unsettling 
thoughts— that things may 

be irredeemably complex and human 
measures of simplicity might not 
have any fundamental reality— 
technology holds a seductive promise. 
It allows us to manipulate our sur-
roundings in ways that otherwise 
would be impossible. It promises to 
make us more powerful, more autono-
mous, more productive. If the universe 
won’t scale down, then maybe we can 
just scale up?

It is no accident that the dominant 
tech aesthetic is minimalism. Our cul-
ture is saturated with imagery of priest- 
like technicians in simple, minimal 
surroundings, manipulating phones 
and tablets that aspire to be pebbles or 
papyri. The pitch is always broadly the 
same: for the technologically enhanced 
human, life is  simple— a perfect view 
of northern California redwoods 
framed in a giant window. The world’s 
messiness is nowhere to be seen. It’s 
been dealt with, sent elsewhere. Where 
is it? In the cloud.

“Solutionism” has become a sar-
castic name for a corporate ideology 
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that, in the words of critic Evgeny 
Morozov, recasts

all complex social situations either as 
neatly defined problems with definite, 
computable solutions or as transpar-
ent and self- evident processes that 
can be easily optimized— if only the 
right algorithms are in place.

Solutionism is the thought of the 
cloud, a vision of the world as a ma-
chine with a nice, clear user interface, 
a set of problems that some clever 
young founder has just cleared away.

There is, of course, nothing cloud-
like about the cloud. It depends on a 
vast physical infrastructure of data 
centers and undersea cables that is 
now a major driver of carbon emis-
sions. Far from reducing complexity, 
information technology has in some 
ways intensified it. The internet births 
Goyaesque monsters. Our social real-
ity seems less transparent and more 
unpredictable than ever. Do we feel 
like priests in high- tech log cabins or 
peasants looking at the sky and won-
dering whether a storm is coming? 
High- frequency trading algorithms 
have transformed the financial mar-
kets, already highly technical, into a 
black box whose f luctuations are 
opaque to all but its operators. Artifi-
cial intelligence, with architecture 
that resists scrutiny, is being given 
agency in politically sensitive areas 
such as facial recognition and social- 
network analysis. Recommendation 
algorithms have divided the public 
sphere into myriad bubbles, in which 
hoaxes, crazes, and viral disinforma-
tion may thrive without being visible 
to outsiders at all. Consequently, we 
experience the world as increasingly 
strange and inscrutable. Instead of an 
era of simplicity and elegance, we find 
ourselves in what the artist and media 
theorist James Bridle has termed the 
New Dark Age: we find ourselves in 
the world of Q.

If we live in a New Dark Age, what 
hope is there for us to act in a mean-
ingful way? Being suspicious of 
human- scale simplicity doesn’t con-
demn us to existential despair. Nor is 
the only alternative a headshaking 
wonder. The architectural theorist 
Keller Easterling has proposed an ap-
proach she calls medium design, a 
reference not to scale, but to what she 

calls the “interplay” between things: 
“A focus on medium over object is 
everpresent in many disciplines.” Ge-
ologists see rocks as traces of slow 
processes. Ecologists deal with the 
relations between populations of or-
ganisms and their surroundings. Im-
munologists deal with the interplay of 
the many structures and processes that 
make up the misleadingly unified “im-
mune system.” Easterling wants de-
signers and architects and urbanists to 
think less about designing discrete 
things and more about “parameters for 
how things interact with each other.”

Even if we may not fully understand 
the forces that operate on us, we still 
experience them, and this gives us 
what Easterling, following the phi-
losopher Gilbert Ryle, calls know- 
how. Know- how isn’t about facts or 
descriptions. It’s about having a knack 
for things, under standing what effect 
a particular tool has on a particular 
substance, what happens when you 
shift your weight on a skateboard. 
Know- how is the knowledge of cooks 
and chemists, “managing activities 
and relative potentials between things 
that unfold over time.” Designing 
using know- how is a kind of “entan-
gling,” forming connections between 
processes and then managing the 
outcomes, rather than exerting  
top- down control.

Maybe we need to approach our 
information world in this way. In-
stead of behaving like conspiracy 
theorists, trying to hold unfathom-
able complexity in our minds, and 
collapsing into naïve reductionism 
when we fail, maybe we should think 
of ourselves as sailors, cyclists, or 
cooks, steering a course through tur-
bulent times. It’s an attractive way to 
proceed— dealing with our lack of 
control by relinquishing control— 
but is it enough? If we are to solve 
our hardest problems, we will also 
have to find ways of seeing beyond 
(or at least not through) our human- 
centric biases, our short timescales 
and limited horizons. We need to 
learn to step aside from our unearned 
position as the measure of all things. 
And in another sense we will need to 
learn to step back in, to relinquish 
our illusion of separateness from the 
world, to give up our ironic distance 
and dive into the flow. 

Getting 

your story 

published 

in a literary 

journal is 

 HARD.

We can help.
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HARPER’S INDEX
Portion of single Americans who have had sex since the coronavirus pandemic began : 3/10

Portion of those single Americans whose sexual partner was a roommate with whom they were not in a relationship : 1/4
Percentage of users on Hinge, a dating app, who would enter an exclusive relationship with someone they had only met virtually : 37

Estimated percentage of weddings planned for a date between March and August last year that were rescheduled : 52
That were canceled entirely : 7

Estimated value of loans taken out by U.S. couples for canceled 2020 weddings : $3,700,000,000
Amount of money that Singapore is offering couples who have a baby during the pandemic : $2,200
Portion of pregnant women with COVID-19 whose symptoms last for more than two months : 1/4

Number of children the Trump Administration separated from their parents at the border whose parents have yet to be located : 666
Estimated portion of those parents who have been deported without their children : 2/3
Factor by which the word “hate” is said more often on Fox News than on MSNBC : 5.5

Portion of U.S. adults who consume news on YouTube : 1/4
Percentage of YouTube news channels that are oriented around a single person : 44

That are oriented around someone who achieved fame through YouTube : 29
Percentage by which U.S. international relations scholars are less likely than the public to view terrorism as a major threat : 80

By which they are less likely to view Russia as a major threat : 43
By which they are more likely to view climate change as a major threat : 42

Number of climate-related disasters worldwide between 1980 and 1999 : 3,656
Between 2000 and 2019 : 6,681

Number of countries to which the International Monetary Fund has granted pandemic loans : 81
Percentage of these loan agreements that strongly encourage austerity measures once the crisis has ended : 84 

Estimated portion of Americans with federal student debt who have made progress repaying their loans during the pandemic : 1/10
Factor by which U.S. lending for home-mortgage refinancing has increased this year : 3

Number of celebrities offering to record personalized video messages for a fee on the website Cameo : 40,000 
Factor by which the number of participating celebrities has increased since March : 2

Number of hours that U.S. workers saved each day in commuting time from March to September last year : 60,000,000
Percentage of this saved time that was spent working : 35

Percentage of U.S. employers with remote workers who say that productivity has remained the same or improved : 94
Estimated global losses in lifetime earnings for students as a result of pandemic school closures : $10,000,000,000,000

Estimated portion of white students who live in U.S. school districts whose reopening plans included in-person learning : 1/2  
Of black and Hispanic students who do : 1/4

Chance that an American aged 18 to 24 has sought mental-health counseling during the pandemic : 1 in 4
Percentage of U.S. teenagers who say the events of 2020 have caused them to reconsider what they want to study in college : 29 

Who are now considering a career in health care : 24
Number of masks sold on Etsy between January and September last year : 53,000,000

Portion of Etsy’s total sales accounted for by masks during that period : 1/10
Estimated amount, in years, of life that has been lost as a result of COVID-19-related deaths in the United States : 2,500,000

Average number of years a victim is deprived of : 13
Percentage by which sales on Minibar, an alcohol e-commerce site, exceeded the average on the day Biden was declared president : 76

By which sales of champagne exceeded the average : 386

Figures cited are the latest available as of November 2020. Sources are listed on page 94.
“Harper’s Index” is a registered trademark.
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READINGS

[Essay]

A MUTABLE FEAST

By Karl Ove Knausgaard, from “Pig Person,” an 
essay in the collection In the Land of the Cy-
clops, which will be published this month by Ar-
chipelago Books. Translated from the Norwegian 
by Martin Aitken.

Preconceptions are a way of seeing in which 
the nature of what is seen is already determined. 
The opposite would be seeing with an open eye 
that accorded everything the same value, be it 
blood, vomit, excrement, dawns, lawns, lynx, 
maggots, roe, owls, hearts, crowds, monkeys, 
chairs, tables. This impartial eye would be un-
able to see any connection between different en-
tities and phenomena, since perhaps our most 
important preconception has to do with what 
belongs together and what doesn’t. It is how we 
organize the world, and what makes it possible 
for us to live in it. This, referred to by Foucault 
as the order of things, is something we take for 
granted and which eludes capture. It is the way 
the world is—unless we step outside that order 
and into another. Only then will it become visi-
ble as what it is: an arbitrary system.

In the seventeenth century, other parameters 
steered the eye, creating a different order and 
different systems; in the tenth century, still oth-

ers. The order of things is evident at an elemen-
tary level in Linnaeus’s classification of plants, or 
in our ideas of what constitutes acceptable be-
havior in public and in private, and it is evident 
too in more obviously constructed concepts such 
as the nation-state. What these things have in 
common is not only that they connect and hold 
together the elements within them, but that 
they are exclusive. The idea of the holy excludes 
all that is not holy, the idea of the rational ex-
cludes all that is not rational, Michel Serres 
wrote somewhere. The first logic tells us we can-
not implant a pig’s heart into a human chest, it 
would be unethical, an impossible transgression, 
whereas the second logic, which sees the heart 
in functional terms, would consider it unprob-
lematic, a heart is a heart as long as it does the 
job, no transgression.

Transgression scares the life out of me. Any-
thing that departs from what I experience as 
normal, the accepted state of things, the world 
the way it’s supposed to be, which of course is a 
moral imperative, makes me react strongly, often 
with disgust. I can’t get used to it. Except in art 
and literature, where it’s what I look for. Why? 
Because I want to see the world the way it is, 
which is something that is forever in the mak-
ing, chaotic and incomprehensible, steered by 
laws we know absolutely nothing about, which 
also steer us. My search is existential, in con-
trast to the practical realities of day-to-day life, 
and takes place in the social world, where other 
laws apply. It is the desire for and the fear of 
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to beat more slowly, as if the heart were not an 
intimate part of him but something inhabiting 
his body, with its own separate will and life. 

The great contrast to the Odyssey, its antithe-
sis, has to be the Book of Leviticus, a text just as 
archaic, which is concerned solely with laying 
down boundaries, establishing categories, defin-
ing and identifying the relationship of culture 
to nature, telling us what things belong together 
and what things absolutely do not. Thou shalt 
not let thy cattle gender with a diverse kind, 
says the Lord, and thou shalt not sow thy field 
with mingled seed, neither shall a garment min-
gled of linen and wool come upon thee. It’s all 
about what may be put into the body, and what 
comes out of the body—the semen of the man, 
the menstrual blood of the woman: these things 
are unclean and are to be dealt with by mea-
sures accounted for in detail. It’s about whom 
we can have sex with and whom we can’t. If the 
first two books of the Pentateuch, Genesis and 
Exodus, tell us how the material world was cre-
ated, Leviticus tells us how the social world was 
created, a world in which transgression of the 
categories is no longer possible, or at least is un-
desirable. The boundaries of man interact on 
the one hand with the holy and the spiritual, 
on the other with nature, which man may ac-
cess only by way of certain relatively simple sys-
tems, everything that falls outside those systems 
being a threat. Any transformation, any trans-
gression, is not only undesirable, not only a 
source of horror, but of evil; hence the devil fig-
ure of folk mythology with the bestial attributes 
of horns and hooves, hence the witches who 
turned into cats, the men who turned into 
 wolves, the men who drank blood like 
 animals and did not die. Popular culture still revels in these archaic 
transgressions, which in our totally rational uni-
verse, where everything down to the smallest 
atom has been mapped and thereby conquered, 
no longer present any serious threat and yet re-
main associated with primeval horror, in that we 
make use of them for our entertainment— 
entertainment being nothing but a space in 
which we can allow ourselves to feel the stron-
gest emotions without obligation. Love, excite-
ment, fright—pretend emotions in a pretend 
world. As true of fairy tales as of films and com-
puter games. Art belongs in the same realm, it 
too sets up a pretend world—a painting is not 
the real world, a photograph is not the real 
world, a poem is not the real world, all are only 
representations—its transgressions are not real 
either, but mere representations of transgres-
sion. Nevertheless, art imposes its own obliga-
tions, at least if it’s worthy of the name, because 
what art can do is enter into the space where 

transgression I recognize, and the pull of the 
thought that what we call human—and what 
 makes us so forcefully deny what we 
 call the nonhuman—is also arbitrary.In the art of ancient Greece, there was a dif-
ferent order, steered by different systems. Con-
sider the tenth book in Homer’s Odyssey, when 
Odysseus’ men arrive at the house of the sor-
ceress Circe. There they find lions and wolves 
behaving against their nature, as civilized crea-
tures: “These beasts did not attack my men, but 
stood on their hind legs and wagged their long 
tails.” The men are enticed into the house by 
Circe’s singing and turned into swine. “Grunt-
ing, their bodies covered with bristles, they 
looked just like pigs,” we are told, “but their 
minds were intact.” 

The Odyssey is a book of transformations, and 
the impression it leaves is of an unfinished world, 
a world in the making, fluid and open, interact-
ing with the animal kingdom but also the king-
dom of death and the kingdom of the gods, and 
the humans in that world seem unfinished, too, 
as when Odysseus speaks to his heart and asks it 

[Priorities]

A ZOOM WITH A VIEW

From behaviors engaged in by politicians and other 
government employees around the world during vir-
tual meetings last year.

Removed her shirt and bra during a meeting 
with her political party, the national bank, 
and the press about the impact of the novel 
coronavirus

Pulled down his partner’s shirt and kissed her 
breast during a congressional session on social 
security

Took a shower during a meeting with the presi-
dent about the impact of the pandemic on 
the economy 

Had sex with the town treasurer during a meet-
ing with regional government officials about 
combating the spread of the coronavirus 

Lay down on a bed in the room and had sex 
during a city-council meeting about how to 
feed schoolchildren during the pandemic

Drank a beer, introduced his pet cat to other 
officials, and threw the cat across the room 
during a meeting on social distancing
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the world, our world of categories, is estab-
lished, the very space where its creation occurs, 
again and again, for every one of us creates our 
own world and our own identity, however ob-
scurely, this being the task given to us at birth. 
From the moment we leave the biological dark-
ness and enter the light of the social world, we 
take it upon ourselves and pursue it, applying 
ourselves throughout our lives, and then in 
death we depart, and only the body remains, 
until it too, devoured by worms and insects, 
pervaded by bacteria and gases, decomposes 
and is transformed into soil.

[Hearing]

CATCHER GONE AWRY

From an August 2020 parole hearing for Mark David 
Chapman, who was sentenced to twenty years to life 
in prison in 1981 for killing John Lennon. Chapman 
was denied parole. 

commissioner joseph crangle: After the 
shooting, sir, did you feel relieved, like you 
had accomplished what you set out to do? 

Infantile War, a painting by Valerie Chua Sai, whose work was on view in August at La Lanta Fine Art, in Bangkok.
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mark chapman: No, that I did not feel. The 
opposite happened. 

crangle: You didn’t flee. You just stood there, 
and then I know that the doorman took care 
of the gun, and you just sat there and then 
opened up The Catcher in the Rye and started 
reading? I don’t know how you could have 
been reading during that moment of such 
chaos, where an unbelievable man is lying 
there about thirty feet from you, dead by 
your actions.

chapman: Yes. 
crangle: Is there a connection with this book 

in your life? 
chapman: I identified with that character’s iso-

lation, loneliness. I got very wrapped up in 
that book.

crangle: One of the reasons I’m asking is be-
cause, as you know, we have your sentencing 
minutes, okay? Bear with me here. At sentenc-
ing, your attorney spoke, and then you had an 
opportunity to speak. You asked permission 
from the court to read a passage of The Catcher 
in the Rye. The particular passage that you 
picked was the following: “Anyway, I keep pic-
turing all of these little kids playing some 
game in the big field of rye and all. Thousands 
of little kids and nobody is around—nobody 
big, I mean—except me. And I’m standing on 

the edge of some crazy cliff. What I have to do, 
I have to catch everybody if they start to go 
over the cliff. I mean, if they’re running and 
they don’t look where they’re going I have to 
come out from somewhere and catch them. 
That’s all I’d do all day. I’d just be the catcher 
in the rye.” Enlighten us. I don’t understand 
why you chose that passage, and why did you 
do that at sentencing? 

chapman: Well, I think psychologically I look 
back at it now—and I haven’t heard or read 
that for years—this guy wants to save the 
world. In my twisted way at that time, in my 
thinking, I’m not thinking that what I did 
was good, but I’m thinking, you know, maybe 
there’s something I can do now that’s impor-
tant, and this is my heart. This was my horri-
ble, evil self. Just a way to try to make up for it 
and trying to say I’m not really a bad person. 
That’s the best explanation that I can give. 

crangle: That moment there, the description, a 
person is saving a little kid from falling off 
a cliff, right, in the field of the rye?

chapman: The author is playing in that 
passage— this guy, he’s a confused youth and 
he’s looking for meaning and he has a little 
sister and he’s saying the heck with school, 
heck with society, the heck with money. 
What’s the important thing here, what do I 

Luminograms from the Birdsong series by Mike Jackson, whose work was on view in November at Foley Gallery, in New York City.
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[Q&A]

PRIZE FIGHTER

From the transcript of a telephone interview with 
Louise Glück conducted by Adam Smith, chief sci-
entific officer of Nobel Media, after she won the 
2020 Nobel Prize in Literature.

louise glück: Hello?
adam smith: Good morning, my name is Adam 

Smith, calling from nobelprize.org. Am I 
speaking with Louise Glück?

glück: I really can’t do this.
smith: I promise it won’t be anything onerous. 
glück: I have to have some coffee right now.
smith: Could I ask you what the award of the 

Nobel Prize means to you?
glück: I have no idea. My first thought was “I 

won’t have any friends” because most of my 
friends are writers. Of course there are recipi-
ents I don’t admire. I wanted to buy another 
house, a house in Vermont, and I thought, 
“Well, I can buy a house now.”

smith: It can be an intrusion, all this attention.
glück: It’s disruptive, the phone ringing all the 

time. It’s ringing now, squeaking into my ear.
smith: I fully understand. For those who are 

unfamiliar with your work—
glück: Many!
smith: Would you recommend a place for them 

to start?
glück: I would suggest that they not read my 

first book unless they want to feel contempt.
smith: There’s so much focus at the moment on 

the value of lived experience. How important 
do you think lived experience is to be able to 
talk about events?

glück: Oh, heavens. It’s barely seven o’clock.
smith: But it’s so much a feature of your own 

writing.
glück: Is the two minutes over?
smith: Yes. I’m sorry.

do? I don’t want to put words in his mouth, 
but that’s what I come away with. He wants 
to do something above and beyond real life. 
I’m thinking, Here’s this horrible crime. I re-
ally at that point can’t deal with it, so I make 
some type of—a totally impractical way of 
saying this is who I want to be. I want to be 
someone helpful and that’s a messiah com-
plex. You’re going to save people and be big-
ger than life—really you’re running away 
from what’s going on inside of you, so you 
have to create an alternate world to explain 
why your life is a commonplace, day-to-day, 
meal-to-meal type of life. That’s the best that 
I can explain it. 

crangle: Okay. 
chapman: I don’t read the book anymore. 

[Account]

POUR DECISIONS

From an October 2020 Instagram post by Keith 
McNally, the owner of Balthazar, a French bras-
serie in New York City.

One night at Balthazar, four Wall Street 
businessmen ordered the restaurant’s most ex-
pensive red wine: a $2,000 bottle of Château 
Mouton Rothschild. One of the two managers 
transferred the Bordeaux into a decanter at a 
waiter’s station. Simultaneously, a young cou-
ple ordered the restaurant’s cheapest red wine, 
an $18 pinot noir, which they wanted poured 
into a decanter. These two very different wines 
were now in identical decanters. Mistaking the 
$18 wine for the $2,000 Rothschild, the first 
manager poured the cheap wine for the busi-
nessmen. According to the manager, the 
businessman hosting the others considered 
himself a wine connoisseur, and showing off, 
tasted the cheap wine before bursting into rap-
tures about its purity. 

The young couple, who ordered the $18 pinot 
noir, were then inadvertently served the $2,000 
Rothschild. On taking their first sips of what 
they believed was cheap wine, they jokingly pre-
tended to be drinking an expensive wine and 
parodied all the mannerisms of a wine snob. 

Five minutes later, the two managers discovered 
their error and, horrified, phoned me at home. I 
rushed to Balthazar. The businessmen’s celebra-
tory mood was clearly enhanced by the wine they 
had mistakenly thought was the restaurant’s 

most expensive. This put me in a dilemma: 
whether to come clean and admit the manager’s 
mistake, or allow them to continue drinking the 
cheap wine in blissful ignorance. It was unthink-
able at this point to pull the real Bordeaux from 
the young couple’s table. Besides, they were 
having too much fun pretending to be drinking 
a $2,000 bottle of wine. I decided to tell both 
parties the truth. The businessman responded 
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[Fossil]

ANALS OF HISTORY

From an image of a dinosaur fossil that was recently discovered in northeastern 
China. The fossil, described in research published in October on the website 
bioRxiv, is the only known record of a posterior orifice of a dinosaur, and reveals 
that the Psittacosaurus had a cloaca.

by saying, “I thought that wasn’t a Mouton Roth-
s child!” The others at the table nodded their 
heads in servile agreement.

[Story]

FEEL AND HOLD

By Diane Williams, from How High— That High, 
a collection of short stories, which will be published 
this fall by Soho Press.

To get a bit of food, the Rotches went out in the 
morning. And since the meat at the market didn’t 
look very appetizing—it wasn’t cut in the same way 
we cut meat—they chose not to buy any meat.

The hands of the market vendors were much 
more expressive than our hands—the hands we 

have at home. For example, when taking up a 
piece of merchandise, those vendors’ hands could 
feel and hold at the same time. 

When we hold a thing—I am not so sure we 
feel it. 

And at the market, to make the tea that was 
provided—there was theater involved!

They’d stuff a cup full with mint, put plenty of 
sugar on top, and then decant the boiling water 
from as much as two feet above the cup! 

Rotch was—did I already tell you this?—my 
friend Rotch became quite a problem in the end 
and he fled to some remote part of the country.

What his wife was after was a life of joviality. 
Joviality—jewelry? 

No matter.
They had no carpet on the floor and their floors 

were all concrete and they always shook out their 
shoes before putting them on because scorpions 
might have been in there, inside of their shoes. 

In the afternoon at four o’clock, every day in 
that country, the rains would come and it 
would rain for an hour, and we could see that 
the trees had raindrops on them. 

Such satisfactions—how 
in the world did satisfactions 
ever get into the world?

At the market, Rotch 
often spoke to a certain 
man there about a chronic 
headache or a nightmare. 
Mrs. Rotch could not keep 
it to herself either—her 
affliction—her petulance. 
Let’s get the food!

It was hard for them 
to find each other wor-
thy of respect, and 
Mr. Rotch, I’ve come to 
think, wanted a reward 
for his fidelity, which was 
not forthcoming.

Mrs. Rotch was often 
seen straight on—against 
a wall—with her saddle 
nose pointed skyward, 
sitting with her hands 
clasped on her knees.

I should have called 
on her more often when 
she lived alone.

I once tried to pull 
Mrs. Rotch up onto her 
feet little by little. 

A chair was on its 
side. A wooden urn 
had cracked.

I took off her wet cloth-
ing. There was a hole in 
her dress and it was my 

Image courtesy Thomas G. Kaye and Michael Pittman
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[Self-Improvement]

INHALE, EXECUTE

From FM 7-22 Holistic Health and Fitness, a training 
field manual for soldiers. Each sentence was taken 
from the 244-page guide, which was revised and re-
published last October by the U.S. Army.

Use a water filter. Increase consumption of 
fresh vegetables. Clean the house. Use safe house-
hold products. Use the restroom as needed. Use a 
deck of playing cards. Use darker curtains. Re-
paint a room a brighter color. Spend more time in 
nature. Imagine smelling the grass, feeling the 
wind. Spend several minutes each day reflecting. 
Free- journal. Philosophical reading can prove 
beneficial. Take the longest nap possible. Do not 
nap underneath trucks. Display grief. Demon-
strate empathy. Follow a spiritual plan. Under-
stand your relationship to both the transcendent 
and to other human beings. A script can help. Ex-
ample: “I will go up to my firing point and assume 
a firing position. My breathing is calm. I position 
my weapon inside my shoulder and under my col-
larbone. I place my body at a slight angle behind 
my weapon, legs shoulder- width apart with laces 
in the dirt. My breathing is calm. I look at my tar-
get. Breathe in—breathe out. Rear sight aligned. 
Body relaxed. I load the magazine, place my 
weapon from safe to semi, and take a deep breath. 
I align my target and breathe in, exhale, hold, and 
deliberately, smoothly squeeze the trigger.”

fault. I was unable to move her. Later I looked in 
and she was in the same situation.

Now her heart gets so much assistance from a 
pacemaker that sometimes I think she is unable 
to die.

Among her own family she should have been 
safeguarded. I guessed how things would turn 
out for her. 

  I made a small effort. If only she  
 had been utterly absorbing. There are those who have watched me re-
turn from my sojourns, because I am a little 
homesick, to my native town—that has just 
about everything—sex, philosophy, politics, 
and pandemonium.

Here’s a custom for you—gawking—and it 
needn’t be heartbreaking. 

And even though I am a wispy woman, I be-
lieve I have flared up here in Glencoe like a 
flame—amid my mother, daughter, husband 
and some friends, and that I cause fretfulness.

[Prix Fixe]

HELL’S KITCHEN

From video reviews posted to Steve1989MREInfo, a 
YouTube channel on which Steve Thomas evaluates 
military rations and MREs (meals ready to eat).

CONCENTRATED BEEF FOR BEEF TEA,  
SECOND BOER WAR BRITISH EMERGENCY RATION,  
1899–1902 
It smells like fish food. A smell that says, whatever 
this is, it’s not appetizing. It wafts foul beef. 
Lacking in flavor. It’s so abnormal. It’s probably not 
safe. Like a meat-grain porridge. A lot of fat and 
cartilage. Whatever this was, it was never great.

CHARMS CANDIES AND WRIGLEY’S P.K. GUM, 

U.S. AAF LIFE RAFT RATION, 1945
The candy has a nice, mild cherry flavor and 
tastes more natural than candy nowadays. A 
welcome addition for guys who are starving and 
dehydrated on a life raft. This is the best gum 
I’ve ever had.

COOKIE, APPLE BAR, AND COCONUT BAR,  
KOREAN WAR ARCTIC 3 U.S. EMERGENCY AIRCRAFT 
LANDING SURVIVAL PACKET, 1952
The cookie sucks all the moisture out of my 
mouth, like chewing on a sponge. The apple bar 
tastes like garden soil. If you were starving to 
death, I guess the coconut bar beats wood chips. 

CHEESE SPREAD AND MARLBORO CIGARETTES,  
U.S. VIETNAM WAR MEAL COMBAT C RATION 
SPAGHETTI WITH MEAT SAUCE, 1969
Cheese from the Sixties just doesn’t hold up. 
This has the nastiest smell, and I’ve smelled 
some things. It definitely has black mold.  That’s 
the last time I open up a cheese spread. My 
room stinks. I’ve got to smoke a cigarette to get 
the smell out. I don’t smoke cigarettes, but when 
I do, they’re at least forty-five years old.

PINEAPPLE NUT CAKE,  
U.S. MRE HAM AND CHICKEN LOAF, 1984
The cake smells awesome. There’s no rancidity to 
those nuts. The outer surface is glistening and 
velvety soft and doesn’t feel like food. A truly 
decadent, rare treat. The pineapple is perfect. I 
wish I had a hundred of these cakes.
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OMELET, U.S. MRE MENU #4, 2008
It smells awful and looks like something that 
would insulate a wall. There is absolutely nothing 
redeeming about the texture or flavor or smell. 
But add a little bit of salt and salsa verde and it 
becomes edible. It starts to taste like a real omelet. 
Good for two bites, then it gets weird again. You 
would have to be starving.

SOUP, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES 
RATION PACK TYPE C, 2015
Tastes like vegetable baby food. It’s pretty good.

REINDEER STEW, NORWEGIAN ARCTIC 
FIELD RATION GAME CASSEROLE, 2016
Look at this piece of reindeer. Creamy potato 
and carrot. It’s like a light gravy, but also like a 
stuffing with a gravy base. The reindeer is gamy, 
such a distinct flavor. It is wholesome and filling. 
I can’t stop eating it. The Norwegians hit it out 
of the park again.

PEPPERONI PIZZA SLICE, U.S. MRE MENU #23, 2018
The holy grail of all MREs, pepperoni pizza. 
With thirty years of development, Natick Labs 
has corrected the issues with shelf stability. Early 
versions had moisture, oxygen, and pH issues 
that would produce mold before the three- year 
inspection. This, however, is better than some 
frozen pizza out there. This is a special mozza-

rella. Little pieces of pepperoni. Great texture—
can’t tell if it’s pork or beef. A little savory, not 
overly dry. In 2017, there were issues with this 
pizza and they shelved the project. The govern-
ment didn’t want to give soldiers brown pizza. 
The pizza is supposed to boost morale, not de-
crease it. Soldiers have been asking for it since 
the birth of the MRE, back in 1981. It was folk-
lore. They couldn’t pull it off. Now it’s no longer 
a rumor.

[Interrogation]

THE PUPPET MASTER

From a deposition of Ghislaine Maxwell taken in April 
2016 by attorneys for Virginia Giuffre, who alleges 
that Maxwell recruited her and other underage girls as 
part of a sex- trafficking operation she ran with the fi-
nancier Jeffrey Epstein. Maxwell was arrested by the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation on multiple charges in 
July 2020. Her trial is set for later this year. The 
transcript was released in October. 

sigrid mccawley: Were you ever in a room 
where there was a puppet?

The Mischievous, a painting by Hulda Guzmán, whose work was on view last month at Alexander Berggruen, in New York City.
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world —we understand that. Salvation in Christ 
transforms us from being part of the decaying, 
corrupt, diseased world. We become salt. We’re 
transformed from being part of the kingdom of 
darkness to the kingdom of light. We are living 
influences in the world, we’re the only hope. Sin-
ners have no hope but the church. No virus 
should stop us.

What about salt? The Greeks used to call salt 
divine. In ancient times, couples carried salt to 
their weddings. The Romans used to say noth-
ing is more valuable than sun and salt. In Ger-
many, brides’ shoes once were sprinkled with 
salt. Covenants were made with salt. I read 
about a caravan of forty thousand camels— 
that’s a lot of camels—carrying salt across the 
Sahara. That’s how important salt was. Wars 
were fought over salt. Salt is significant.

We are in the world in the sense of salt, the 
way salt has been used throughout all of human 
history, to preserve something from corruption. 
The church is the only preservative in society. 

[Poem]

FR**DOM

By Erica Hunt, from Jump the Clock: New and Se-
lected Poems, which was published in November by 
Nightboat Books.

ignites in me plenitude
that scents rain. Sense
the sky is full of surprising
music. Timpani, trumpet

a blue tent torn that orders
cogent, cumulative event in which no false intonation
claims itself king

over all. Every last woman
man, and child proof the rain falls
never to be worn out

Freedom is the breaking point beyond rage
I’m not scared and I don’t care where the dream
undertakers have warned me not
to take too much, not to
love too much, not to look too closely at the past,
What could there be left to break?

Nothing left to be broken
Nothing left to be taken.

ghislaine maxwell: Can you be more specific, 
whatever you are asking me?

mccawley: Were you ever in a room in New 
York in Jeffrey Epstein’s home where there 
was a puppet?

maxwell: What sort of puppet? 
mccawley: Any kind of puppet.
maxwell: You need to be more descriptive. I 

don’t know what you mean by puppet— 
there are hand puppets, all sorts of puppets.

mccawley: Is there any puppet you’ve ever seen 
in Jeffrey Epstein’s home?

maxwell: Again, puppet, you know, there are 
lots of types of puppets.

mccawley: Any type of puppet.
maxwell: If you want to give me a description of 

the puppet, I would perhaps be able to say.
mccawley: Any type of puppet?
maxwell: Can you be more detailed? My under-

standing of a puppet is a small handheld item 
you have in a circus. I have never seen that.

mccawley: Have you ever seen a puppet, which is 
defined as a movable model of a person or 
animal that is used in entertainment and 
typically moved either by strings or con-
trolled from above or by a hand inside it?

maxwell: I have not seen a puppet that fits 
exactly that description.

mccawley: Have you seen any puppet that 
fits any description?

maxwell: Can you re- ask the question, please?
mccawley: Yes. Have you seen any puppet 

that fits any description?
maxwell: I am not aware of any small 

handheld puppets. There was a—I don’t 
know how would you describe it really—
a caricature.

mccawley: Did you put the hand of that 
caricature on [Redacted]’s breast?

maxwell: I recollect the puppet.

[Revelation]

FRESCA AND 
BRIMSTONE

From a sermon given in July 2020 by John 
 MacArthur, the minister at Grace Community 
Church, a megachurch in Sun Valley, California. 
The church had a coronavirus outbreak in October.

We are salt and light in the world. That 
doesn’t mean we’re going to be accepted by the 
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We have to be rubbed into the world. That is 
to say we have to mingle. Even salt has to dis-
solve to do its work. The whole world is like a 
rotting, putrefying, relentlessly deteriorating 
carcass, and we’re the only moral, spiritual dis-
infectant. We must influence the world and not 
be influenced by it.

Through all the history of God’s redemptive 
work in the world, civil rulers have worked 
against God’s people, have sought to overrule 
God, to abuse their sphere of power by stepping 
into God’s kingdom and trying to take authority. 
We were told millions were going to die. It was 
just sensible and rational to be protective. As 
time went on, however, we found out the virus 
was not as deadly as predicted. And the com-
mands not to assemble didn’t apply to protesters 
and rioters; and little by little, Sunday by Sun-
day, you kept coming back. We didn’t send out 
an order— you just kept showing up. The first 
two weeks I preached to no one. I preached to 

Patricia, which is pretty routine for me. But by 
the third week, all of a sudden there were people 
here, and the fourth week and the next week; 
and here we are. You kept coming back.

Why not sooner? Predictions of death. Why 
now? Aren’t we putting people in danger? The 
real danger in this world is spiritual, isn’t it? By 
the way, alcohol kills three million people a 
year, and all the liquor stores were open. I 
know they were open because I couldn’t get any 
Fresca, and when I wanted to get Fresca, you 
know what I was told? That all the aluminum 
was eaten up by beer cans. Fact. Because the 
bars aren’t open, the beer producers are taking 
all the aluminum. I want my Fresca.

[Fiction]

THE FAIRGROUND

By Dorthe Nors, from Wild Swims, a collection 
of short stories, which will be published next month 
by Graywolf Press. Translated from the Danish by 
Misha Hoekstra.

There’s a stubble field in front of the rental 
house. Over by the side of the small wood is 
the country fairground, trampled and singed. 
A fox might make its rounds there, but other-
wise it’s deserted. Her bare feet are stuffed into 
the clogs she found in the closet. Both fair-
ground and field have been baking all day in 
the late-summer sun. It’s September now, and 
when she walks around the field, the stubble 
scratches her ankles. But now she’s standing 
still, in her trench coat and clogs. The moon’s 
on the rise, too.

She thinks a lot about what she did to deserve 
his silence, which tempted her to assume things 
that weren’t true. And then came the rejection. 
She’d grown panicky and he’d become cynical, 
she thinks, gazing across the field to the fair-
ground. They must have had a tombola there, 
maybe a merry-go-round and a roller coaster.

For a time he’d been everything; she supposes 
it was a kind of obsession. Whatever he did, and 
even what he thought, haunted her. She read 
signs in offhand remarks, she researched his 
past, his possible sorrows. One evening she hid 
behind the beer taps at a party because his best 
friend had come through the door and looked at 
her. That face, as horribly unpleasant as foil be-
tween one’s teeth, was impossible to ignore, and 
she’d hidden behind the kegs. There was a sweet 

[Solutions]

SCORCHED  
EARTH POLICIES
From geoengineering projects proposed by research-
ers between 2012 and 2020 to prevent or mitigate 
the impact of climate change.

Plant trees
Grow waxier plants 
Paint roofs, roads, sidewalks, and buildings white
Spread tiny glass beads over polar sea ice
Cover ice with artificial snow
Cover ice in fleece blankets
Cover buildings in algae
Cover deserts in tarps
Flood Death Valley
Build giant pumps to refreeze the ice
Build large carbon-sucking fans
Build a miles-long sea wall around New York City
Build artificial soil mounds to prop up glaciers
Fertilize the ocean with iron
Spray sulfate aerosols into the atmosphere
Remove cirrus clouds from the atmosphere
Create new heat-trapping clouds
Send a giant parasol into orbit
Spray cloud-thickening sea salt into the air
Spray diamond dust into the atmosphere
Spray human ashes into the atmosphere
Feed Maalox to cattle
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smell of warm grass and public opinion, and it 
felt as if she were spinning slightly. Like a suck-
ling pig, she thought. Well spitted, and with an 
apple jammed in her jaws.

It’s September, and she’s driven down from 
the city to the rental. She knows something 
strange has taken up residence in her. It’s 
something she’s known a long time, but the si-
lence gives her no peace. She takes walks 
along the slopes that drop to the sea, trying to 
enjoy the sight of cormorants on gillnetting 
stakes, then heads home to drink tea. The idyl-
lic surroundings provide no relief. On the far 
side of the stubble field and the wood, the fair-
ground draws her eye. There’s a special light 
over there. The wind raises dust from the field; 
everyone left the site back in June. The 
grounds lie there awaiting next year’s fair, and 
such emptiness calls for something.

I must have been sick, she thinks. The thought 
occurs to her now and then, even though it was a 

case of love, just not the love she’d been promised 
as a child. Back then, she’d imagined that love 
was just like running through a sprinkler. It tick-
led, you laughed and felt silly and beautiful at 
the same time. You were charming and adorable 
and wove flowers in the wire mesh of the rabbit 
hutch and won praise for it. No matter what 
you did, the chosen one would think you were 
amazing. The happiness was as sweet as pep-
permint, and it endured. You were extraordi-
narily dear, and it was the other person’s job to 
make sure everything ended well by not being 
able to resist the sweetness.

But what she’d been through as an adult be-
longed to another world. If it wasn’t reluctant, 
then it was dramatic, and in the end the drama 
became encysted in her. Kept hidden from the 
world’s light, it wreaked havoc, and at some 
point she convinced herself that it was because 
he needed love that she had such a great store 
of it. Yet for him it was merely a flirtation, a 

Still Life with Breast Pump, a mixed-media artwork by Alison Elizabeth Taylor, whose work will be on view in September at James Cohan, in 
New York City.
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matter of discharge, nothing more, she under-
stood that now, and it was actually risky of 
him. A spark and a merciless drought can set a 
continent ablaze. He ought to know that. Just 
take Australia, where civil- defense crews wait 
on tenterhooks in choppers with fat water 
tanks slung beneath their bellies, anxious and 
virile, always ready to fly out and stop the crazi-
ness from spreading, and now here she stands.

Over at the fairground, the fox prowls at 
night. It must, for there are always mice in the 
grass. In the patch where the beer tent stood 
in June, the ground is pounded down, and 
when she walks over, she can still catch a 
whiff of stale beer, and then she sees the 
rental on the far side of the stubble field. 
There it squats, reduced to its essence of walls 
and whitewash. That’s the place I’m renting, 
she thinks. From there I can see everything 
plainly, yet the house says nothing to her. She 
walks back to it and gazes out toward the fair-
ground. There the mood feels familiar. Maybe 
it’s the empty lot’s defenselessness, she doesn’t 
know, but late one night at a party she’d 
pressed him into a corner. She’d said that they 
could always be friends. “Friends?” he’d said. 
“So you want us to be friends?” He didn’t say 
anything else before going out into the hall-
way and putting on his winter coat, it was 
snowing, she could see that when he opened 
the door. Afterward, she thought that he 
could just as well have said, “Burn in hell,” 
and then she was slowly revolving, trussed up 
with hooks, while down at her feet a little mo-
tor kindly saw to her rotation. Beneath her, 
the lawn and the beer tent atmosphere. The 
kids frolicking through the fairground, coltish 

and clueless, and behind them the wood with 
its dark chill.

We put flowers in the wire mesh around the 
rabbits we exhibited behind the fairground, she 
recalls. We decorated our doll carriages with 
sweet william, roses, whatever else we could 
swipe from our mothers’ flower beds. Then we 
paraded through the village and out to the fair-
ground. What were we, six, seven, eight, in our 
prettiest dresses, and the grown- ups applauded, 
some of them on the point of tears. A woman 
and love, she thinks, and it feels honeyed on the 
tongue, and she stands at the edge of the stubble 
and spits. She looks across to the fairground, 
spitting. The fairground interests her more than 
the walks above the shore, the cormorants, the 
beech forest, and it dawns on her that while it 
lasted, she was really two people at the same 
time. One who was as if possessed by love, and 
one who walked alongside, silent and observing, 
and sometimes the two would have arguments 
that the observer always lost, because love bears 
all things, endures all things, but if I have not 
love, the lover screamed, I am clanging brass, a 
sounding cymbal, and the observer made a men-
tal note that horror vacui might be what gets 
the country’s church bells to ring.

A stray ice cream wrapper, over there on the 
lot, and now a ringdove worming its way through 
the grass. Empty, she thinks, and I who am so full 
of things. My doll carriage was pigeon- blue, and I 
decorated it with daisies. We started at the school, 
and then we marched in procession to the fair-
ground. It smelled of barbecue and dry grass. The 
parents and teachers ran after us with their cam-
eras, while the boys from school stayed away. I 
wonder where they were, the boys, as we walked 

there, a model of compli-
ance. Were they playing 
soccer, or throwing aban-
doned bikes into the creek?

She cocks an ear to the 
evening sky, listening. No 
boys in the bushes. No boys 
at the fairground, they’re 
gone, and she tries to make 
herself taller in order to see 
it more clearly. The fox is 
not there, and it’s good that 
the ringdove flies off, for 
now she is standing on the 
brink. It’s September. In 
the yard hang apples and 
black elderberries. Some-
one’s placed a good chair 
under the chestnut, she 
could just sit down, but she’d 
rather stand here with the 
gas can. It’s so quiet, now 
that everyone’s gone home.

[Food Criticism]

SUTRA SCROLL TIE NOODLES

By Ryozui Ryosen, a fourteenth-century Japanese Zen monk. The poem 
is the first recorded mention of ramen in Japan and was deciphered last 
year by Hajime Yoshizawa, an associate professor at Meisei University, 
in Tokyo. The Daizo sutra is a compilation of Buddhist writings consist-
ing of 5,048 scrolls. Translated from the classical Chinese by Hajime 
Yoshizawa and Robert Chapeskie.

Bodies prone and heads unflinching under the rod,
look at them stretched flat. How marvelous!
These ties of the five thousand scrolls will unravel in my empty belly;
out the Daizo sutra’s words will flow, and settle there inside me.
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Photographs by Joseph Rodriguez, taken from his cab while working as a taxi driver in New York City in the Seventies and Eighties. From Taxi, which 
was published last month by powerHouse Books.
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THESE PRECIOUS DAYS
Tell me how the story ends

By Ann Patchett

F O L I O

I can tell you where it all started because I re-
member the moment exactly. It was late and 
I’d just finished the novel I’d been reading. 

A few more pages would send me off to sleep, 
so I went in search of a short story. They aren’t 
hard to come by around here; my office is made 
up of piles of books, mostly advance- reader 
copies that have been sent to me in hopes I’ll 
write a quote for the jacket. They arrive daily 
in padded mailers— novels, memoirs, essays, 
histories— things I never requested and in most 
cases will never get to. On this summer night 
in 2017, I picked up a collection called Uncom-
mon Type, by Tom Hanks. It had been lan-
guishing in a pile by the dresser for a while, 
and I’d left it there because of an unarticulat-
ed belief that actors should stick to acting. 
Now for no particular reason I changed my 
mind. Why shouldn’t Tom Hanks write short 
stories? Why shouldn’t I read one? Off we went 
to bed, the book and I, and in doing so put the 
chain of events into motion. The story has 
started without my realizing it. The first door 
opened and I walked through. 

But any story that starts will also end. This is 
the way novelists think: beginning, middle, 
and end. 

In case you haven’t read it, Uncommon Type 
is a very good book. It would have to be for this 
story to continue. Had it been a bad book or 
just a good- enough book, I would have put it 
down, but page after page it surprised me. Two 
days later, I sent an endorsement to the editor. 
I’ve written plenty of jacket quotes in my day, 
mostly for first- time writers of fiction whom I 
believed could benefit from the assistance. The 
thought of Tom Hanks benefiting from my as-
sistance struck me as funny, and then I forgot 
about it.

Or I would have forgotten about it, except 
that I got a call from Tom Hanks’s publicist a 
few weeks later, asking whether I would fly to 
Washington in October to interview the actor 
onstage as part of his book tour. As the co- 
owner of a bookstore, I do this sort of thing, 
and while I mostly do it in Nashville, where I 
live, there have certainly been requests inter-
esting enough to get me on a plane. I could 
have said I was busy writing a novel, and that 
would have been both ridiculous and true. Tom 
Hanks needs a favor? Happy to help.

“Do you even realize your life isn’t normal?” 
Niki said when I announced my trip. Niki 
works at the bookstore. She has opinions about 

Ann Patchett is the author, most recently, of The Dutch House.
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my life. “You understand that other people 
don’t live this way?”

H ow other people live is pretty much all I 
think about. Curiosity is the rock upon 
which fiction is built. But for all the 

times people have wanted to tell me their story 
because they think it would make a wonderful 
novel, it pretty much never works out. People are 
not characters, no matter how often we tell 
them they are; conversations are not dialogue; 
and the actions of our days don’t add up to a 
plot. In life, time runs together in its sameness, 
but in fiction time is condensed— one action 
springboards into another, greater action. Cause 
and effect are so much clearer in novels than 
they are in life. You might not see how every-
thing threads together as you read along, but 
when you look back from the end of the story, 
the map becomes clear. Maybe Niki was right 
about my life being different, but maybe that’s 
because I tend to think of things in terms of 
story: I pick up a book and read it late into the 
night, and because I like the book, I wind up on 
a flight to D.C. 

I went by myself. I was going only for the 
night. I walked from my hotel to the the-
ater and showed my ID to a guard who then 

led me to the crowded greenroom. I met the 
hosts of the event and a few people who 
worked for them. I was introduced to Tom 
Hanks’s editor, Tom Hanks’s agent, his publi-
cist, his assistant, Tom Hanks himself. He 
was tall and slim, happily at ease, answering 
questions, signing books. Everyone was 
laughing at his jokes because his jokes were 
funny. The people around him arranged 
themselves into different configurations so 
that the assistant could take their pictures, 
each one handing over his or her cell phone. 
Audience questions arrived on index cards, 
were read aloud and sorted through. The 
ones Tom Hanks approved of were handed to 
me. I would ask them at the end of the event, 
depending on how much time we had. The 
greenroom crowd was then escorted to their 
seats, and we were ushered to the dark place 
behind the curtain— Tom Hanks, his assis-
tant, and I. The assistant was a tiny woman 
wearing a fitted black- velvet evening coat 
embroidered with saucer- size peonies. “Such 
a beautiful coat,” I said to her. We’d been in-
troduced when I arrived but I didn’t remem-
ber her name. 

The experience of waiting backstage before 
an event is always the same. I can never quite 
hear what the person making the introduction is 
saying, and for a moment I wouldn’t be able to 
tell you the name of the theater or even the city 

I was in. There’s usually a guy working the light 
board and the mics who talks to me for a min-
ute, though tonight the guy talking was Tom 
Hanks. He wanted to know whether I liked 
owning a bookstore. He was thinking about 
opening one himself. Could we talk about it 
sometime? Of course we could. We were about 
to go on.

“I don’t have any questions,” I whispered in 
the darkness. “I find these things go better if 
you just wing it.” Then the two of us stepped 
out into the blinding light.

As soon as the roaring thunder of approval 
eased, he pointed at me and said, “She doesn’t 
have any questions.”

When the event was over and more 
pictures had been taken and every-
one had said how much they’d en-

joyed absolutely everything, Tom Hanks and 
his assistant and I found ourselves alone again, 
standing at the end of a long cement hallway 
by a stage door, saying good night and goodbye. 
A car was coming to pick them up. 

“Come on, Sooki,” he said, his voice gone 
grand. “Let’s go back to the hotel. I need to find 
a Belvedere martini.” 

I hoped he would ask me to join them. I’d 
spent two hours on a stage talking to Tom 
Hanks, and now I wanted to talk to Sooki. 
Sooki of the magnificent coat. She had said al-
most nothing and yet my eye kept going to her, 
the way one’s eye goes to the flash of irides-
cence on a hummingbird’s throat. I thought 
about how extraordinarily famous you would 
have to be to have someone like that working 
as your assistant.

Neither of them asked me out for drinks.

Again it would appear this story had 
reached its conclusion. But a few months 
later, I got an email from Tom Hanks 

early in the morning. He was in Nashville. 
Could I meet him at the bookstore, Parnassus, 
in half an hour? I couldn’t. My friend Sister 
Nena had just called. She’d fallen down some 
stairs outside of church the night before and 
twisted her foot and now that foot was swollen 
and sore. She needed me to take her to the 
hospital for an X- ray.

“I’ve got to take care of my nun,” I told him.
“Your nun?” he wrote, as opposed to what 

most people would say, “Your nun?” 
I told Sister Nena the whole story while we 

sat in the waiting room, her foot propped up 
on a wheelchair. She was disappointed. “I 
want to meet Tom Hanks,” she said. I called 
the bookstore and let the staff know that 
Tom Hanks was on his way over. He thrilled 
them, buying stacks of books, signing books, 

Paintings by Sooki Raphael. Hand-painted borders, inspired by Sooki 
Raphael’s embroidered coat, by Charlotte Day for Harper’s Magazine.



28   HARPER’S MAGAZINE / JANUARY 2021

posing for pictures, going next door to the Do-
nut Den for an apple fritter. I had missed my 
chance. But months later there he was again. 
His wife, Rita Wilson, is a singer who writes 
with people in Nashville, where songwriting 
is a group activity. It turned out that Tom and 
Rita came to town something less than regu-
larly but more than I would have thought. 
On this visit, we sat in the cramped office at 
my bookstore and talked about the one he 
was considering opening in Santa Monica 
while my dog slept in his lap. I was already 
years ahead of myself, thinking of all the 
good Tom Hanks could do for independent 
bookstores. Could any business wish for a 
better spokesperson?

Here’s a universal truth: people are interested 
in helping Tom Hanks. Our hearts have been 
filled with the comfort his films have given us, 
and that, coupled with the fact that he’s a nice 

man, made it easy to line up a group of book-
sellers who were eager to pitch in. But over 
time the idea drifted to the back burner. Our 
correspondence was less about bookstores and 
more about books. One more reason to like 
Tom Hanks: he’s a reader. He recommends 
books and asks for recommendations. I had just 
finished my latest novel, and on a lark of the 
highest order, I sent him an email asking if he 
might record the audiobook. He responded:

mar. 17, 2019: Hey! I’m in Albuquerque shooting a 
movie. I’d love to do your audio book! But when? I 
have limited time as I work til mid May, then leave 
the US in June until I come back to start another 
movie in September. So what are the deadlines, days 
needed, etc? Books are fun!

I sat at my desk for a long time, trying to make 
sense of this: time when there was no time, and 
talent all out of proportion to the task. It hadn’t 
occurred to me that he might say yes. Had I 
thought it through, I never would have had the 
nerve to ask in the first place. A year and a 
half had passed since I had picked up his 
book in my office, and this was where it had 
taken me: Tom Hanks was willing to read 
The Dutch House.

I’d been in touch with Sooki once or twice 
when there was talk of a bookstore in Santa 
Monica, and now I pinned my hopes on her 
as she dug into Tom’s schedule at Playtone, 
his production company. Wonderful Sooki! 
She made the time, stitching days together. 
As we worked our way through trying to get 
contracts signed and making arrangements 
with the audio producer, our emails became 
an affectionate exchange.

apr. 30, 2019: I imagine your kindness comes from 
you being kind. Just a guess.

apr. 30, 2019: My kindness comes from sincerely 
wanting this recording to happen. I am a huge fan of 
your work (and Tom’s, of course) and it just thrills 
me that you are collaborating on this! So happy to be 
the connector of good things.

This wasn’t out of the ordinary for me, as I’m 
sure it wasn’t for her. Email tilts toward the 
overly familiar. I tilt toward the overly familiar.

I’d written a children’s book and was about 
to go on tour. Sooki had two young grandchil-
dren in San Diego and made plans to bring 
them to an event I was doing there, but they 
didn’t show. I lost her for a while, and then she 
was back again. She apologized for her late re-
sponse, saying that she’d had a medical proce-
dure and hadn’t been in the office.

I asked whether she was okay. I had met 
Sooki, after all. We’d stood together in the 
dark of a Washington theater for a matter of 
minutes a year and a half earlier. I had liked 
her coat very much, those pink peonies as big 
as my hand. 

may 21, 2019: Thank you for your concern about 
my medical procedure. I am doing my best to keep it 
pushed off to the side, but I was diagnosed with pan-
creatic cancer in November (caught it early) so I’ve 
been dealing with surgeries and chemo. I’m still 
here— at Playtone and in general.

She had been diagnosed with pancreatic 
cancer a year after we met. There was no rea-
son for her to tell me this. We didn’t know each 
other, and for the most part our correspon-
dence had come after this defining fact. Ours 
was an ephemeral connection common to the 
modern world. Except it was Sooki, and I liked 
her very much. 

A week later, Tom Hanks started recording 
The Dutch House at a studio in Los Angeles. 
Sooki went with him every day. She sent 
updates— chapter eight now, chapter twelve. 
The producer of the audiobook sent me an arti-
cle about Sooki from a 1978 issue of New York 
magazine. Sooki had gone to work for the New 
York City Department of Health’s Bureau of 

WHEN I’M PUTTING TOGETHER  
A NOVEL, I LEAVE ALL THE  

DOORS AND WINDOWS OPEN SO 
THE CHARACTERS CAN COME IN 

AND JUST AS EASILY LEAVE
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Animal Affairs right out of college. She was 
the bat squad. She was Batgirl. There were 
pictures of her at twenty- two, beautiful and 
dark- eyed, standing on somebody’s desk in little 
canvas tennis shoes, her gloved hands holding 
a bat and a net. I was struck by an overwhelm-
ing sense of wanting to know her, of not 
wanting to miss Sooki while she was here.

T his is what it’s like to write a novel: I 
come up with a shred of an idea. It can 
be a character, a place, a moral quandary. 

In the case of The Dutch House, I’d started to 
think about a poor woman who suddenly be-
came rich, and because she was unable to deal 
with the change in circumstances, she left her 
family and went to India to follow a guru.

Sister Nena shook her head. “Not a guru. She’s 
Catholic. She doesn’t have to go to India. She 
helps the poor like Dorothy Day.”

We were sitting at the bar at California Pizza 
Kitchen at four o’clock in the afternoon. It was 
our place, what Sister Nena called “vacation.” 
She ordered the house merlot and I had a selt-
zer with cranberry juice. She wanted to know 
about the book I was going to write next, the 
book I had just barely started thinking of. 

“This woman goes to India,” I said.
“She could be a nun.” Sister Nena picked up 

a piece of bread and swiped it through the olive 
oil in the saucer between us.

I shook my head. “She’s married,” I said. 
“She has children. She has to have children.”

“It could happen. Plenty of nuns were mar-
ried before.”

“They were widows, not divorced.”
“You never know.” Then she looked at me, 

her face suddenly brightened by a plot twist. 
“She could work for Mother Teresa. If she really 
wanted to go to India and she wanted to serve 
the poor, that’s what she would do.”

I wasn’t sure why I was negotiating my char-
acter’s future with my friend, but there I was, 
listening. Did my character want to be a nun?

When I’m putting together a novel, I leave 
all the doors and windows open so the char-
acters can come in and just as easily leave. I 
don’t take notes. Once I start writing things 
down, I feel like I’m nailing the story in 
place. When I rely on my faulty memory, the 
pieces are free to move. The main character I 
was certain of starts to drift, and someone I’d 
barely noticed moves in to fill the space. The 
road forks and forks again. It becomes a path 
into the woods. It becomes the woods. I find 
a stream and follow it, the stream dries up, 
and I’m left to look for moss on the sides of 
trees. For a time, the mother in this novel 
went to India to work for Mother Teresa. I 
tried it but it didn’t work. What about the 

children who were left behind in that house 
she hated? What became of them? And what 
about the women who cleaned that house, 
who fixed those children their dinner? The 
ones who stayed turned out to be the ones I 
was interested in. 

Putting together a novel is essentially put-
ting together the lives of strangers I’m coming 
to know. In some ways it’s not unlike putting 
together my own life. I think I know what I’m 
doing when in truth I have no idea. I just keep 
moving forward. By the time the book is writ-
ten, there is little evidence of the initial spark 
or a long- ago conversation in California Pizza 
Kitchen. Still, I’m able, for a while at least, to 
pick up the thread and walk it back. Every-
thing looks so logical going backward— Yes, of 
course, that’s what we did— but going forward 
it’s something else entirely. Going forward, the 
lights may as well be off. 

Sooki and I kept up a sporadic email ex-
change once the audiobook was done. I 
thought of her time as precious now. We 

wrote about painting because she painted. I 
sent her books on color theory. We wrote about 
artists we liked, about Pantone and the color 
wheel. Dear gave way to Dearest. Love became 
Much love. Then this:

june 21, 2019: As of last week, my six- month chemo 
run is done, and I had a follow up CT scan. My 
doctor paired up some words I never thought I would 
hear together: “pancreatic cancer” and “you’re in re-
mission!” It seems like an early declaration, but I’ll 
take it! Here’s to more time to explore color and en-
joy all the people— like you— who make life colorful.

Later in the summer there was radiation, just 
to be safe.

aug. 5, 2019: Radiation has become a fascinating 
routine over the last five weeks. Twenty- two sessions 
down and six to go. Only on weekdays and not on 
the Fourth of July, because apparently cancer knows 
to take weekends off and observe federal holidays. 

I leave the house at 6:30 AM every weekday 
morning to make it down to the bottom basement— 
floor 2B— at UCLA’s Westwood Medical Center by 
7:30 AM. There is a bright therapist named Hassan 
at my assigned machine, always the same, with a 
sweet attitude. He has me repeat my name, birth 
date and area  of radiation each time before I enter 
the room. I want to envision it as a healing room, 
but it reminds me of a meat locker: freezing cold— 
I’m guessing the temperature favors the delicate 
machinery— with a rack of blue torsos lined up on 
hooks. My blue torso, the mold made on the day I 
came in for my fitting and tattoos, is already on the 
radiation bed and I need to bare my abdomen and 
slide onto the table so they can line up the laser 
beams with all my tattoos and red- sharpie x’s before 
they cover me with a warmed flannel sheet. 
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I was impressed that first day when the therapists 
swarmed the table forming the mold around me and 
explaining about tattoos. I was told that although not 
everyone wanted to commit to having the tattoos, it 
was the most accurate way to align the radiation 
field that had been so meticulously laid out by a team 
of physicists working alongside my radiation oncolo-
gist. The only other option was to go with “stickers” 
which could shift or come off in the shower. Of 
course I opted for tattoos. Precision seemed like a 
good decision here. Three blue tattoos on the same 
plane as my prominent abdominal scar, it would 
hardly matter. So, I was surprised on my first sched-
uled day of radiation to have another technician pop 
in with a red sharpie to make three large x’s near the 
tattoos as additional points of reference and stick 
clear round stickers over them. 

Now I look like an improvised elementary school art 
project, and in addition to owning my permanent tat-
toos, I have to nurture my three little stickers and hand- 
drawn sharpie marks so they last six weeks. I feel like I 
could pop into Trader Joe’s and have them replaced with 
those happy little stickers they hand out to well- behaved 
children— it undermines my confidence in the sophisti-
cated nature of the whole process just a bit.

I sent more books: books I’d written, books I 
thought she’d like, Kate DiCamillo books to be 
read with her grandchildren. In return, she 
sent me pictures she’d taken of Los Angeles, a 
woman in an orange sari sailing past a city bus 
on a bicycle. The world that Sooki inhabited 
was electrified by greens and blues, purple bou-
gainvillea draping over hot- pink walls, colors too 
vivid to be explained. She would pour color into 
my inbox for a while and then be gone again. 
Winter came without a word. I worried, and 
thought it was not my place to ask. Did Tom 
even know that Sooki and I were friends? Would 
he think to tell me if something had happened? 
I wanted to say hello very quietly so as not to 
bother her. I didn’t want to be one more person 
tugging at her coat, but I was.

dec. 27, 2019: Sweetest Ann, I am traveling 
today— just for the day— up to Stanford for a sec-
ond opinion, with the magician’s elephant in my 
carry- on bag.

I didn’t need to hear about the first opinion to 
know what that meant. I said good luck because 
there was nothing else to say. Could I say that I 
would like to come see her? That I would like to 
meet her in the way I had wanted to meet my pen 
 pals as a child? This was what I knew about 
Sooki: She lived in Los Angeles. She had a son 
and a daughter- in- law with two children who 
lived south of her and a daughter and son- in- law 
who had recently moved north. She painted. 
She once caught bats for the City of New York. She 
worked for Tom Hanks. 

I saw Tom and Rita in Nashville two more 
times. The second time they came because Rita 

was singing at the Grand Ole Opry. My husband, 
Karl, and I sat in a dressing room with them for 
an hour and a half between sets. Dionne Warwick 
came in with her son. We talked about singing 
and touring and about the Opry. I told them that 
when I was a child, my sister and I would come 
to the Ryman on Friday and Saturday nights with 
the man who was then the house doctor at the 
Opry. He would bring us with his own two small 
girls, and the four of us would sit in the coils of 
snaking power cords backstage and fall asleep in 
dressing rooms, in this very dressing room. Every 
childhood is strange in its own way.

feb. 7, 2020: When last we typed you were on your 
way to Stanford for a second opinion. I think about 
you often and hope for the best. Much love. Ann 

feb. 8, 2020: I have wanted to write— every day— 
for forever. As I got ready to send the details of my 
second opinion, I was already looking to the third 
opinion and rethinking the story.

My cancer marker— CA 19- 9— is nonspecific to 
pancreatic cancer (it can indicate other inflammation 
in the body), but it’s an indicator and is supposed to be 
at 35 U/L or less. It was normal in October, three 
months post– chemo and radiation— great news— 
but then started rising.

It has been an exercise in creative story telling to try 
to think up more and more reasons why the number 
might rise while the scans (CTs! MRIs! PET scans) 
were showing no sign of disease. I looked up every 
anomaly online, settling on too much black tea, or 
maybe the wrong color shoes. As the number spiked 
this week at 1700 U/L, I ran out of excuses, and my 
PET scan on Wednesday showed a return of the can-
cer to my liver.

I am now sitting at the airport waiting to catch a 
plane to my next opinion, at Sloan Kettering in NY. 
(It was not reassuring to know that one of the nurses 
at UCLA thought that “Sloan Kettering” was the 
name of the doctor I’d be seeing.) It looks like I’ll 
have chemo and maybe a clinical trial ahead. I will 
keep you more closely posted as I move ahead (in the 
right color shoes).

The last few months, the oncologists were watching 
the numbers and Western medicine offered nothing to 
do but to wait and see where the cancer showed up. I 
was convinced it wouldn’t show up and embarked on 
a full- scale exploratory mission into holistic healing, 
prayer, juicing, yoga, meditation, sound waves, and 
magnetic magic (this last one, highly recommended by 
a friend, but in a clinic run by a reality- tv star). I 
gained back twenty pounds, and have been back hik-
ing the trails and at work full time. I feel great.

But the doctors say, as they expected, the cancer 
is back, and they are ready to start up chemo again.

My reading on this flight is a book called Radical 
Remission. I am hopeful and feeling radical.

I promise to be a more reliable friend and pen pal. 
I miss our emails.

Much love,
Sooki
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know to what extent I’d told Sooki’s story to 
Karl before, and if I had told him, I didn’t 
know whether he’d been listening, but now I 
had his full attention. To introduce Karl into 
this narrative as a general internist (he calls 
himself a pediatrician for adults) would be re-
ductive. Simply put, Karl makes rain. He fig-
ures out problems that other people have 
tried and failed to solve for years. Other doc-
tors are quick to do him favors because he’s 
done so many for them. He holds a kind of 
medical currency, saved then spent, and when 
needed, he can marshal all necessary parties 
into immediate action, bringing them together 
so fast that whatever needs to happen can 
happen yesterday. 

I told him about Sooki that night, but it was 
equally possible that I wouldn’t have. He didn’t 
know her, and I didn’t exactly know her either. 
I made it a point not to tell Karl sad medical 
stories at the end of his long days of sad medi-
cal stories. I might have made the choice to let 
it go unmentioned had there been something 
else to talk about, maybe his mother or my 
mother or the spigot that had frozen in the 
garage. I could have forgotten Sooki altogether 
in that moment, because even though I followed 
her story with interest, it was one of many sto-
ries. But I didn’t forget. I told him.

When we got home from our walk, I emailed 
Sooki and said that if she wanted Karl to check 
on the possibility of a trial in Nashville she 
should send her medical records.

T here is nothing more interesting than 
time: the days that are endless, the days 
that get away. There are days of the dis-

tant past that remain so vivid to me that I could 
walk back into them and pick up the conversa-
tion mid- sentence, while there are other days 
(weeks, months, people, places) I couldn’t recall 
to save my life. One of the last things I under-
stand when I’m putting a novel together is the 
structure of time. When does the story start 
and when does it end? Will time be linear or 
can it stutter and skip? At what point does our 
understanding of the action shift?

We have come to the point in this 
story when time changes. It had 
been more than two years since I 

met Sooki in a theater in Washington. We 
had never spoken on the phone. The emails 
we’d exchanged could be printed out and slid 
into a single manila envelope. But the clini-
cal trial she needed was here in Nashville at 
the hospital where my husband worked. 
Karl’s friend Dr. Bendell knew Sooki’s oncol-
ogist at UCLA and her oncologist at Stan-
ford and her surgeon at Duke. They reviewed 

That night as my husband and I walked our 
dog around the block in the cold dark, I told 
him about Sooki. This was what we did at the 
end of the day. “Tell me the news of the great 
world,” Karl would say when he got home from 
work, and since many were the days I didn’t 
leave the house, I relied on books and phone 
calls and emails in order to have something to 
contribute. As Sparky stopped and sniffed, I 
offered up Sooki’s recurrence as a story to tell, 
not a problem to solve. Karl is a doctor, but 
Sooki had been treated at UCLA, Stanford, 

Duke, and Memorial Sloan Kettering. This 
wasn’t about an inability to get good medical 
care; it was about not being able to find a clin-
ical trial that both matched her cancer and 
could accept her immediately. The months 
she’d lost not being in chemo while they 
struggled to locate the new tumor had put her 
perilously behind.

“Tell me how you know her again?” he asked.
I told him she worked for Tom Hanks, that 

we’d struck up a little friendship over email.
Karl said she should send him her records 

if she wanted to, and that he would talk to 
Johanna Bendell, an oncologist at the hospi-
tal where he works. He said they were run-
ning more trials for pancreatic cancer than 
Sloan Kettering.

I had thought this was a story about Tom 
Hanks, the friendly actor- writer who had re-
corded my book, but I was mistaken. I kept up 
with a great number of people, and I didn’t 

Sparky Walks the Neighborhood with Ann, Nashville 2020
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her records together. I was copied on a bar-
rage of emails I had no business reading, re-
ports of molecular profiling, adenocarcinoma, 
tumor tissue for genetic analysis. I now knew 
that she’d had a Whipple at Duke and twelve 
rounds of FOLFIRINOX followed by twenty- 
eight days of radiation over five and a half 
weeks at UCLA. UCLA had plans to start 
the same clinical trial that was up and run-
ning in Nashville, but not for another month 
or two, a unit of time that could not be lost 
to waiting. Plans were made for Sooki to come to 
Nashville. I told her I would pick her up at the 
airport. I told her, of course, that she would 
stay with us.

Let’s go back to Karl for a minute. 
This wasn’t the first time I’d invited someone 

we didn’t know to live with us. I once invited 
the daughter of a woman who ran a lecture se-
ries in Pittsburgh to live with us when she 
found a job in Nashville and couldn’t find an 
apartment. Nell stayed for six months and we 
loved her. My friend Patrick, who lives in a tiny 
apartment in New York, spends a couple of 
weeks with us every year, writing in our base-
ment, which, for the record, is nothing like a 
basement. He uses the library table to spread 
out his papers. Writers who do readings at the 
bookstore are often stashed in the guest room. 
Karl has never once complained. He claims our 
lives are better for all the people I bring into 
the house. He thanks me for it. Still, I wanted 
to double- check. Sooki was coming as a pa-
tient, and more than a little of the work was 
going to fall to him. I emailed him at work. I 
asked him how he would feel about my extend-
ing an invitation to stay.

feb. 14, 2020: PS— Just to be clear, I ran all this 
by Karl first, who said, “I favor having her here.” 
(Very Karl.)

feb. 14, 2020: Oh, Ann. I don’t even know how to 
respond to such generosity.

I would love to stay with you for my first night or 
two in Nashville— it would be wonderful to spend 
some time with you.

Once I’m there for chemo, I will find a place where 
I won’t be worried about being a good house guest. I 
just can’t stand the thought of being so disruptive to 
your and Karl’s (and Sparky’s!) lives. I know that af-
ter my last round of chemo I would sometimes get up 
and eat in the middle of the night, or get up early and 
make noisy smoothies. I’m self- conscious about being 
in the way, especially if I’m not at my best through 
chemo. I just would worry too much about being a 
bad friend.

My husband, Ken, will come down for at least part 
of the time, once I’ve started chemo, and I may have 
other visitors, so I think I will explore some other op-
tions in the area, but I can’t tell you how touched I am 
that you’ve extended the offer.

Sooki was married? I had pictured her going 
through this alone, a conclusion I reached on 
account of a lack of information and a florid 
imagination. Had I known she had a husband, 
might I have assumed that she was taken care 
of and so not followed the story as closely? I tried 
to find a place for this new fact in the equation 
but all I could come up with was the obvious—  I 
didn’t know her. I didn’t know how old she was, 
I couldn’t remember her face, but there have 
been few moments in my life when I have felt 
so certain: I was supposed to help. I was over-
come by a sense of order in the world: if I 
hadn’t picked up that book, if I hadn’t gone to 
D.C., if we hadn’t stayed in just enough contact 
for her to tell me a year after the fact that she 
had cancer, and if I hadn’t mentioned it to 
Karl, she wouldn’t have found her way to the 
only clinical trial in the country that both 
matched her cancer and could take her imme-
diately. I wrote again.

feb. 15, 2020: I will try to keep this quick as I know 
you have many fish to fry.

I hear you, and I know that if I were in your 
shoes and you were asking me to stay with you it 
would seem impossible. But I think once you’re here 
and see the setup you’ll understand. The bottom 
floor of the house is an apartment, separate en-
trance, no kitchen. We call it the VanDevender 
Home for Wayward Girls. There is another guest 
suite on the main floor and we live on the top floor. 
There are people here all the time. You will not be 
called upon to be a good guest.

I live fourteen minutes from the airport and five 
minutes from the hospital. I will pick you up very late 
on Tuesday and take you to see Johanna on Wednes-
day. Kate DiCamillo is coming later on Wednesday. 
You will love her. We are Southern, and it is like this 
here, always. Some people stay for months. It’s like a 
Noël Coward play but not as witty.

I didn’t know you had a husband!! What a good 
idea. Ken will like it here, too. Wait and see. And 
you will be surprised by how comforting it is to be 
very sick with an actual doctor upstairs. Karl is the 
king of the hospital. He’ll make sure you get every-
thing you need.

They can’t do the Stanford biopsy here?

Much love.

We went back and forth. She agreed to stay 
for a few nights, but after that she said she 
would rent a car and find a hotel. Ken would 
come later. I tried to imagine chemo while liv-
ing in a hotel. Surely there were sadder things, 
but none of them came to mind. My childhood 
best friend was staying with us while this dis-
cussion was going on. Her father was in the 
hospital and she had driven down from Ken-
tucky to take care of him. “Don’t worry about 
it,” Tavia said. “Once she gets here and sees the 
way things are, she’ll be fine.”
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Because if I didn’t know that Sooki had a 
husband, how much did she know about me, 
about us? Nothing. We would meet on the level 
playing field of affectionate strangers.

S ooki arrived in Nashville on Sunday, 
February 23, just after Kate left. I had 
told her the make of my car, and she 

waved when I pulled up in front of the air-
port. She looked like a tiny rock star in her 
shaggy pale- pink coat and sunglasses and high 
boots. She looked like Los Angeles in winter. 
We hugged, and I hefted her enormous suit-
case into the hatchback.

What had been a theory— Sooki should come 
to Nashville for her chemo— was now a fact. 
There she was in the passenger seat, a shy per-
son with a quiet voice. I asked her about her 
trip to Stanford for the biopsy, her flight to 
Nashville. She repeated her gratitude and I 
waved it away. We did our best to pretend that 
what we were doing was normal. I asked her 
whether she had ever been to Nashville before, 
and she said yes, once, with Tom a long time 
ago. There had been a meeting of some sort. 
She’d only been here for a couple of hours. 

I was leaving the next day for an event in New 
York. I would be gone for the night, and once I 
got back my friend Emma Straub was coming to 
visit. Emma and I would be speaking at a librari-
ans’ convention downtown. I would leave again 
on Sunday for Virginia. I had warned Sooki 
about all of this before she arrived. Everything 
was planned so far in advance and my spring was 
packed with speaking engagements. I would be 
in and out, other people would spend the night, 
which would be fine, plenty of room for every-
one. We would all proceed with our lives ex-
cept that now we would be together.

I had invited someone I didn’t know to live 
with us for an undetermined length of time, 
and I was leaving the day after she arrived, 
leaving it all to Karl. Even if it wasn’t a perfect 
plan, it was better than doing nothing.

Karl was home from work when we got to 
the house, and he and I showed Sooki around. 
There was a sitting room downstairs, the li-
brary, her bedroom and bathroom. I had cut a 
small bouquet of Lenten roses and put them on 
the night table. There was a bottle of water, a 
blue glass by the sink. I told her to take her 
time settling in. We would have dinner when-
ever she was ready. She gave us a giant furry 
blanket that I loved. She had brought a squeaky 
toy for Sparky.

“She seems very nice,” Karl said once we were in 
the kitchen. As I was agreeing, there she was again.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Sooki said, looking 
around. “But have you seen my phone? It looks 
like a little purse on a long strap?”

I asked her if she could have left it on the 
plane, but no, of course not. She’d called me 
from outside the airport. “Let’s try the car.”

The cell- phone case also served as her wal-
let, containing  her credit cards, cash, IDs, in-
surance cards— everything important. We 
looked in the car. We looked downstairs and 
in the kitchen and the den. She had been in 
the house for only a few minutes; there hadn’t 
been enough time to lose anything. She gave 
me the number and I called it from the house 
phone, hoping we’d hear it ring. A man an-
swered. The phone had been turned in to 
airport security.

“I must have dropped it. It must have fallen 
off my shoulder when I got in the car.” Sooki 
was a tiny thing, with thick brown hair and ol-
ive skin. She told me she had gained back the 
twenty pounds she’d lost after the last chemo but 

she couldn’t have weighed a hundred pounds 
now. “If I can borrow your car, I’ll drive back to 
the airport.”

I shook my head. “Then you’d have to park. 
It would be a nightmare.”

Karl said he would go.
“They aren’t going to give you her wallet,” I 

said. “Go together. Karl can pull up and you’ll 
run in. You two go and I’ll have dinner ready 
by the time you get back.” It was the practical 
solution, and so they left. While they were 
gone I tried to imagine it: the cancer back, the 
wallet gone, strangers.

Or maybe it wasn’t as bad as that. The phone 
hadn’t been run over, nothing in the wallet was 
missing. Karl and Sooki came in the back door 
together in the middle of a conversation. They 
were talking like old friends. “Sooki’s a pilot!” 
Karl said. He wanted to know why I hadn’t told 
him this. How could I not have known? Karl 

Sparky Considers a Squirrel, Nashville 2020
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had started flying in Mississippi when he was 
ten. He had a single- engine Cirrus that he kept 
at the small hobby airport not far from where 
we lived.

“My mother was a pilot,” Sooki said, and 
there she was, suddenly at ease.

“Sooki got her pilot’s license before she 
learned to drive,” Karl told me.

“Whenever I came to an intersection I would 
look to the right, the left, then up and down.”

I lit the candles on the table and served the 
cauliflower cake and tomato soup I’d made that 
afternoon. The phone sat beside her on the ta-
ble quietly— the prodigal returned— while we 
asked the kind of questions people ask on first 
dates: Do you have siblings? What do your chil-
dren do? Where were you born? All three of us 
had lost our fathers, all three of us were close 
with our mothers. Now that things were going 
right I felt the jolt of just exactly how wrong 

they could have been. But this was right, and 
we would all be fine.

I flew to New York early the next morning, 
took a car to New Jersey, signed several 
hundred books, attended a cocktail- party 

fund- raiser for the Book Industry Charitable 
Foundation, gave a talk in a crowded town 
hall, got to my hotel room in Manhattan at 
midnight, got up in the morning to tape a seg-
ment for the Today show, then was back on a 
plane. It was such a short trip it hardly counted 
as being gone. 

The house smelled of chickpea stew and 
rice when I came in the door that night. 
Sooki was making dinner. She’d gone to an 
Indian restaurant and bought bread stuffed 
with apricots and dates. Everything was lit up 
bright, the table set. In the twenty- six years 
that Karl and I had been together, I’d never 
had the experience of coming home to dinner 
being made. It was a minor footnote consider-
ing everything I got from Karl, but still, the 
warmth of it, the love: to walk in the door af-
ter a long two days and see that someone had 
imagined that I might be hungry knocked me 
sideways. This was what marriage must look 
like from the other side. 

Karl found a giant bright- blue tarp in the ga-
rage and Sooki spread it over the floor and ta-
ble downstairs, setting herself up to paint. Our 
lives ran the way they always did, only with the 
addition of a quiet person who did her best to 
take up as little space and be as helpful as pos-
sible. We took turns cooking or cooked to-
gether. Back before she came, when she was 
still insisting on finding a hotel, I asked her if 
we could talk for just a minute on the phone. 
I wanted to know what her worst fear about 
staying here was, and after a pause she told 
me she was a vegetarian. I laughed. I should 
have thought of that one myself. It’s why I don’t 
like to go to other people’s houses for dinner: I 
never want to tell people I’m a vegetarian. 

We kept a common grocery list on the kitchen 
counter. Writers still came and spent the night; 
bookstore events were still packed. Most morn-
ings, Sooki set out in the darkness to walk the 
two miles to a power- yoga class that started at 
six- thirty, despite the presence of my car keys 
on the kitchen counter and explicit instruc-
tions to drive. She walked to the hospital for 
chemo and then walked home. Treatments 
were on Wednesdays— three Wednesdays on, 
one Wednesday off— with immunotherapy (the 
trial) every other week. They took ten vials of 
blood on one visit, twenty- eight vials the 
next. How did she have twenty- eight vials of 
blood in her? When her white count was too 
low to get treatment, she would run up and 
down the stairs at the hospital, down from the 
seventh floor to the first and back up again, 
over and over, and then get retested. Sooki 
had been a marathoner, though her best event 
was a 10K trail run. Those she won. Miracu-
lously, after a spate of vigorous exercise there 
would be enough white cells to slip her in 
just under the wire. She asked whether that 
was cheating and was told not to worry about 
it. It meant she didn’t have to sit out chemo for 
a week. She liked the team in Nashville. She 
loved Dr.  Bendell. The treatments left her 
tired, but she was managing. This chemo 
wasn’t the nightmare FOLFIRINOX  had been. 
She was painting. She was doing every part of 
her job that could be done over email or by 
phone. The plan was that she would go home 
to Los Angeles during her weeks off, and once 
UCLA started the trial, she could go home 
permanently. We were loaded with plans in 
those days.

I was leaving for Virginia. In bed the night 
before, I asked Karl, “How do you think this 
is going?” 

He put down his crossword puzzle. “It’s an 
honor, really. I think about all the people who 
would want her to live with them. It’s almost 
unbelievable that she’s here with us.”

OUR LIVES RAN THE WAY THEY 
ALWAYS DID, ONLY WITH THE 

ADDITION OF A QUIET PERSON 
WHO DID HER BEST TO TAKE UP 

AS LITTLE SPACE AS POSSIBLE
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It made me think of something our neighbor 
Jennie had said. Jennie and I walked our dogs 
together after dinner, and Sooki came with us 
most nights, unless she had a phone call to re-
turn, unless she wasn’t feeling up to it. “Do you 
ever miss being alone in your house?” she asked 
me once. “Just you and Karl?”

I thought about it for a minute, shook my 
head. “No, it’s wonderful having her here.”

“Know why?” Jennie said. 
“Why?” I asked.
“It’s because she’s a saint.”
Sooki exuded such an air of self- sufficiency 

that I scarcely thought to worry about her. 
Maybe it had something to do with her job. 
She had worked for Tom for almost twenty 
years, and part of her responsibility was to go 
out on location before he arrived, find a place 
to stay in Morocco, get a driver, figure out the 
food, figure out what there was to see if there 
was any time, which usually there wasn’t. Fig-
uring out Nashville was small potatoes for 
someone who had put together a Thanksgiv-
ing dinner for a film crew in Berlin. 

I went to Virginia to see my friend Renée 
Fleming in concert. Afterward we sat up at 
the hotel and talked about this new corona-

virus and whether the rest of her tour would be 
canceled. A couple of authors who were sched-
uled to have events at the bookstore had pulled 
out. At first we’d rolled our eyes, but now I was 
wondering if it would be melodramatic to can-
cel my April book tour of Australia and New 
Zealand. I surely would go ahead with the dates 
I had scheduled in the States. “Don’t go any-
where you wouldn’t want to get stuck,” a doctor 
friend had told me. I didn’t want to get stuck in 
Auckland, but if flights were canceled and I 
was stranded in Tulsa, Karl could always come 
and get me.

While I was in Virginia, a series of tornadoes 
hit Nashville. Karl’s cousin was visiting from 
New Mexico, sleeping in the other guest room. 
As the warning sirens kicked in at four in the 
morning, only Sooki was awake. “I didn’t know 
what I was supposed to do,” she told me later. 
“Should I have woken them up and made them 
come down to the basement? Were they awake 
and choosing not to come to the basement?” 
She wanted to know what constituted being a 
good houseguest during a tornado.

What if you come to Nashville to take part 
in a clinical trial for recurrent pancreatic can-
cer only to be killed by a tornado? Sooki told 
me about evacuating for wildfires in the canyon 
where they lived in Los Angeles, a year and a 
half earlier, the night before she was scheduled 
to fly to North Carolina to have surgery. She 
and Ken put what mattered most in the car 

and started driving, waiting to see which way 
the wind would shift the wall of flame. They 
were lucky and the fire skated past. They were 
lucky to get up in the morning to fly across 
the country so Sooki could have a pancreatic-
oduodenectomy, also known as a Whipple 
procedure. Her best friends lost everything in 
that fire. All that was left was the wall around 
what had been their garden. But they had sur-
vived. She had her surgery at Duke and survived. 
Twenty- five people died in Nashville the night 
of those tornadoes.

I came back from Virginia and took Sooki to 
see the daffodils at the botanical garden, but 
we were too early. The grass was still brown 

and only a handful of the thousands of bulbs 
had opened. I took her to the J.M.W.  Turner 
exhibition at the art museum. We saw two 
movies with my sister. One morning Sooki had 
coffee with Sister Nena and me before she went 
to a yoga class across the street from the restau-
rant we went to for breakfast.

“Oh, she’s darling,” Sister Nena said. Sooki 
left for yoga just as the waitress was bringing 
our eggs.

“She has pancreatic cancer,” I said.
Sister Nena stopped for a minute to lock 

Sooki in her heart. I could see her doing it.
“I’d be grateful if you’d pray for her,” I said, be-

cause while I was uncertain about prayer in gen-
eral, I believed unequivocally in the power of 
Sister Nena’s prayers. I’d seen her work in action.

Sister Nena nodded. “We all will.”
Good, I thought. Get as many nuns on this 

as possible. 

E very day Sooki came upstairs looking 
spectacular— embroidered jeans, velvet 
tops, a different coat, a perfect scarf. No 

outfit ever showed up twice. “How is it possi-
ble?” I said as I complimented her again and 
again. “You must have Mary Poppins’s suitcase.”

“The clothes are small,” she said. “And I roll 
them all up. I’m a good packer.” She told me 
she had packed for good cheer, having had the 
reasonable expectation that times would be 
hard and cheer a necessity. 

I said, “I have access to every article of cloth-
ing I own and I couldn’t pull myself together to 
look as good as you do going to chemo.”

She told me she thought she’d put too much 
of her creative energy into her outfits over the 
years since she had stopped painting, though 
she might have said it to make me feel better.

I f lew back to New York for two more 
events, the first one in Connecticut. I met an 
old friend from school who lived up in Har-
lem and she drove me out. We left early, tak-
ing into account the traffic that turned out 
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to be eerily absent. We found a diner down the 
street from where I would be speaking. Our 
conversation was continually derailed by the 
television hanging over the counter. It seemed 
we had just driven through the U.S. epicenter 
of the coronavirus.

“Looks like we’re sitting on the edge of the 
apocalypse,” Marti said, leaving her french fries 
on her plate. Marti and I had hitchhiked 
through Europe together the summer we were 
nineteen. We had been in some scrapes before. 
We both agreed that if this was the brink of 
extinction, it was nice to be together. 

Walking backward is an excellent 
means of remembering how little 
you know. On the morning of Sep-

tember 11, 2001, I was sitting in a café in the 
West Village with my friends Lucy and Adri-
an when a woman ran in and said a plane had 
just hit the World Trade Center. A plane? we 
asked. Like a Cessna? She didn’t know. She 
hadn’t seen it happen. We went out to the 
street on that bright morning to see a fire 
high up in the distance. The waiter came out 
and told us to get back inside. We hadn’t paid 
the check. I paid the check. Lucy said she 
didn’t have time for this. She was teaching at 
Bennington, in Vermont, and this was the 
first day of classes. She had to make her train. 
We said our goodbyes and Adrian and I 
walked downtown to see what had happened. 
We both wrote for the New York Times. Surely 
there would be a story there for one of us. We 
had just passed Stuyvesant Park when the 
first tower fell. I would tell you we were idi-
ots, but that’s true only in retrospect. In fact 
we were so exactly in the middle of history 
that we had no way of understanding what we 
were seeing.

I had thought I was writing a novel about a 
woman who had left her family to go serve 
the poor in India. That didn’t work. The 

mistakes I had made were so clear once I had 
finished. I was interested in her children.

A t the country club in Connecticut, the 
event organizers began to apologize as 
soon as we were through the door. What 

with all the news of this new virus they thought 
there was a good chance people weren’t going 
to show up. But everyone showed up, all four 
hundred of them packed in side by side, every 
last chair in the ballroom occupied.

“Welcome to the last book event on earth,” 
I said when I walked onstage. It turned out to 
be more or less the truth. By the time I was 
done signing books that night, the event I had 
scheduled in New York the next day had been 

canceled. I had breakfast with my editor and 
agent and publicist, and when we were fin-
ished they each decided not to go back to the 
office after all. I caught an early flight home. It 
was over.

After dinner that night, Sooki and I sat on 
the couch and tried to watch a movie, but her 
phone on its leash began to ding and ding and 
ding, insisting on her attention. Tom and Rita 
were in Australia, where he was about to start 
shooting a movie about Elvis Presley. He was to 
play Elvis’s manager, Colonel Tom Parker. All 
the messages were about Tom and Rita. They 
both had the coronavirus.

I leaned over to look at her phone. “They’ve 
been exposed to it?”

She shook her head, scrolling. “They have 
it,” she said. “The press release is about to go 
out.” I sat there and watched her read, waiting 
for something more, something that explained 
it. Finally she went downstairs. She was Tom 
Hanks’s assistant and there was work to do. I 
floated upstairs in a world that would not stop 
changing. I was going to tell Karl what was 
happening but he was looking at his own 
phone. He already knew.

Wednesday’s chemo hit Sooki on Fri-
day afternoon. It took me a few 
weeks to figure this out but soon I 

could track it, the way her voice got quieter, 
the way she was less likely to look me in the 
eye. “How’s the painting coming?” I would ask.

“I fell asleep.”
“Then you needed to sleep.”
“I need to go home,” she would say, like 

home was another place she could walk to.
“You can’t go home, and we don’t want you 

to go home.”
“You’ve been so nice, but you didn’t sign on 

for this.” She stood in the kitchen, holding her 
cup of ginger tea.

“I signed on for this.”
She shook her head. “I can’t tell you how ap-

preciative I am. But I can’t just live with you 
and Karl for the rest of my life.”

Direct flights to Los Angeles had been sus-
pended, and even if she’d wanted to fly to Dal-
las to wait and see whether the connecting 
flight would be canceled (because that’s what 
happened now), her weekly blood draws un-
derscored the fact that she scarcely had 
enough white cells to qualify for chemo, much 
less protect her from a pandemic while on a 
commercial flight. And anyway, UCLA had 
suspended its plans to start the clinical trial 
for recurrent pancreatic cancer. All across the 
country clinical trials were being postponed or 
abandoned in an attempt to deal with the over-
flow of patients being treated for COVID- 19. 
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All resources were now directed at a disease 
that was not the disease Sooki had.

“You can’t kill yourself because you’re afraid 
of being an inconvenience.”

“I need to go home,” she said.
“Let’s wait and talk about it on Sunday. You 

can’t go home before Sunday.”
She was serious, but she was also tired, and 

so I could get her to agree. By the time Sunday 
came the urgency would have passed. In time, 
all I would have to say was, “It’s Friday. You al-
ways feel this way on Friday.”

“I do?”
“That’s what I’m here for,” I said. “I chart 

your emotional life.”
There was an important piece of informa-

tion that hadn’t been made clear to Sooki 
when she came to Nashville; it was that, un-
like the FOLFIRINOX, which had carved 
twenty pounds off her over twenty- four weeks, 
this course of chemotherapy had no end. She 
was to stay in the trial, three Wednesdays on, 
one Wednesday off, until the regime was no 
longer effective or, to put it another way, until 
she died. Sooki, I found out, was sixty- four.

Karl was seventy- two. The other partners in 
his clinic asked him to stay home and practice 
telemedicine until there was a better sense of 
how the pandemic would be resolved. The risk 
was too high. He agreed, and then kept find-
ing reasons to go to work anyway. Old habits. 
I reminded him that in choosing to work, he 
ran the risk of killing our houseguest. That was 
how I saw the coronavirus— as something that 
could kill Sooki. Finally he stopped going in. I 
went to the grocery store and piled up the cart. 
I had come late to pandemic shopping, but for-
tunately the staples I relied on— chickpeas, co-
conut milk— were still plentiful.

I f I knew nothing about Sooki before she ar-
rived, I knew very little more three weeks 
later when we were spending all of our days 

together. Or maybe I should say I was coming 
to know her without knowing very much about 
her. People are not composed entirely of their 
facts, after all. Our interactions stayed in the 
present: Do you want to go for a walk? How’s 
the painting going? While we pored over every 
detail of dinner (Sooki revealed herself to be a 
great cook), we didn’t talk about her family. I 
knew that she worried about her ninety- four- 
year- old mother in Rye Brook, New York, and 
read to her grandchildren in San Diego over 
Zoom. When I asked her how she was feeling, 
she might admit to being a little tired or having 
a bit of a stomachache, nothing more than 
that. Tom Hanks was so completely absent 
from our conversations that I once asked her if 
he knew where she was. She looked startled. 

“I mentioned it to him,” she said. 
Somehow I imagined that she had men-

tioned she was in a clinical trial in Nashville 
but not that she was living with us, which 
didn’t feel like too much of an evasion, seeing 
as how she managed to live with us in the qui-
etest way imaginable. She was indefatigably 
pleasant and warm while maintaining her dis-
tance. Whether she was trying to hold on to 
her own sense of privacy or what she perceived 
to be our privacy, I didn’t know. The truth was 
that we had no idea how long we were going to 
be together. Daughter, husband, sister, friend— 
none of the people scheduled to visit her could 
come now that the world was on lockdown. 
She had set up her life in the basement of our 
house, a place we never went. She painted and 
slept and did her work; she had her Zoom meet-
ings and her Zoom gatherings with friends. 
Many nights after dinner, I would ask Karl 
where Sooki was and then we would start look-
ing around for her. “She was right here,” Karl 

said. It was more like a magic trick than some-
one turning in for the evening. She was there 
and then she was gone and we wouldn’t see her 
again until the next morning.

“I don’t want you to feel like you have to stay 
downstairs,” I said.

“Oh,” Sooki said. “I don’t.”
“We’re just reading. You could sit with us and 

read if you wanted, answer emails. We could all 
be boring together.”

But she rarely stayed upstairs. On the few 
mornings she didn’t come up at her usual 
time, I imagined her sick, needing something, 
not telling me because she didn’t want to 
bother me. That had been one of her greatest 
fears about coming to stay with us in the first 
place, that she would be unable to take care 
of herself, that she would be a burden, that 
she would embarrass herself.

I didn’t worry about her embarrassing herself. 
I worried about her dying. I finally asked her to 
write down the phone numbers of her husband 
and son and daughter, telling her that if she got 
sick, if she were in the hospital unexpectedly, 
I’d need to know how to get a hold of them. 
The truth was that I had no idea how Sooki 

I WAS COMING TO KNOW SOOKI 
WITHOUT KNOWING VERY  
MUCH ABOUT HER. PEOPLE  
ARE NOT COMPOSED ENTIRELY  
OF THEIR FACTS, AFTER ALL
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was doing, and I had no confidence that she 
would tell me.

“I wonder,” I said to her one night while we 
walked Sparky around the block, “do you think 
you’re a good assistant because you’re a private 
person, or did you become a private person be-
cause you’ve been an assistant for a long time?” 

“I think this is just the way I am,” she said.
“You know that you don’t talk about yourself, 

right?” We were living together. We were in the 
middle of a pandemic. I didn’t see how it could 
hurt to ask. “I’m just wondering if you got in 
the habit of not talking about yourself because 
of the work you do.” I told her about a friend of 
mine who worked as an assistant for a hedge- 
fund manager in New York, and how she 
parked every piece of herself at the door when 
she went to work in the morning.

Sooki thought about it, or she thought about 
having to tell me. “I hadn’t meant this to be my 
career. I worked at the Bronx Zoo during 
school and then I did the whole bat thing. I 
made a documentary about my father. He had a 
program where he taught kids with Down syn-
drome and autism how to ride bikes.”

As it turned out, Sooki had done a lot of 
things. She’d worked on a documentary about 
George Romero called Document of the Dead 
(she was a zombie in Dawn of the Dead). She’d 
been a location scout, made wedding cakes, 
started a children’s clothing company, taught 
ceramics. For a while she filled in for a friend 
and was the assistant to a film director, and 
then another friend introduced her to Tom, 
who was looking for someone. Her kids were in 
school by then. She thought it would be fun for 
a while. But it turned out to be a good job, and 
Tom was a nice guy, and the travel was inter-
esting. “Still,” she said, “I can’t help feeling like 
I should have done more with my life.”

“Call me crazy, but that seems like a lot.” We 
were well into March by then. The spring was 
cold and wet and endlessly beautiful because of 
it. The cherry blossoms hung on forever. Sooki 
hadn’t answered the question, but that was the 
day I felt as though we started talking.

What Sooki thought she should have done 
with her life was paint. She had wanted to 
study painting in college but it all came too 
easily— the color, the form, the technique— 
she didn’t have to work for any of it. College 
was meant to be rigorous, and so she signed up 
for animal behavior instead. “I studied what did 
not come naturally,” she told me. She became 
interested in urban animals. She wrote her the-
sis on bats and rabies. “My official badge- 
carrying title at the New York City Department 
of Health’s Bureau of Animal Affairs was 
‘public- health sanitarian.’ The badge would 
have allowed me to inspect and close down pet 

stores if I wasn’t too busy catching bats.” Paint-
ing fell into the category of what she meant to 
get back to as soon as there was time, but there 
wasn’t time— there was work, marriage, and 
children. And then pancreatic cancer. 

Renée Fleming spent two years in Germany 
studying voice while she was in her twenties. 
She told me that over the course of her life, 
each time she went back to Germany she found 
her fluency had mysteriously improved, as if the 
language had continued to work its way into 
her brain regardless of whether she was speak-
ing it. This was the closest I could come to un-
derstanding what happened to Sooki. After her 
first round of cancer, while she recovered from 
the Whipple and endured the FOLFIRINOX, 

she started to paint like someone who had never 
stopped. Her true work, which had lingered for 
so many years in her imagination, emerged fully 
formed, because even if she hadn’t been paint-
ing, she saw the world as a painter, not in 
terms of language and story but of color and 
shape. She painted as fast as she could get her 
canvases prepped, berating herself for falling 
asleep in the afternoons. “My whole life I’ve 
wanted this time. I can’t sleep through it.”

The paintings came from a landscape of 
dreams, pattern on pattern, impossible colors 
leaning into one another. She painted her grand-
daughter striding through a field of her own 
imagination, she painted herself wearing a 
mask, she painted me walking down our street 
with such vividness that I realized I had never 
seen the street before. I would bring her stacks 

Self-Portrait, Nashville 2020
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of art books from the closed bookstore and she 
all but ate them. Sooki didn’t talk about her hus-
band or her children or her friends or her em-
ployer; she talked about color. We talked about 
art. She brought her paintings upstairs to show 
us: a person who was too shy to say good night 
most nights was happy for us to see her work. 
There was no hesitation on the canvases, no 
timidity. She had transferred her life into 
brush work, impossible colors overlapping, the 
composition precariously and perfectly bal-
anced. The paintings were bold, confident, at 
ease. When she gave us the painting she had 
done of Sparky on the back of the couch, I felt 
as if Matisse had painted our dog.

Most of the writers and artists I know 
were made for sheltering in place. 
The world asks us to engage, and for 

the most part we can, but given the choice we’d 
rather stay home. I know how to structure my 
time. I can write an entire novel without show-
ing a page of it to anyone. I can motivate myself 
without a deadline or a contract. I was happy, 
even thrilled, to stop traveling. I had spent my 
professional life looking at my calendar, count-
ing down the days I had left at home. Now ev-
ery engagement I had scheduled in 2020 was 
canceled. With each day, I felt some piece of 
scaffolding fall away. I no longer needed the 
protection. I was an introvert again. Sooki had 
come to our house thinking she’d be staying 
with someone who was gone half the time and 
busy the other half of the time. And there I 
was, going nowhere. It was just the three of us 
now, Sooki and Karl and me.

Sooki and I stood together in the kitchen, 
one of us washing the vegetables, the other one 
chopping, making it up as we went along. I 
wrote and she painted and then we made 
dinner. But our truest means of communica-
tion arrived in the form of old yoga DVDs. 
There was no more walking to a class in the 
dark of morning — everything was closed— 
and so I asked her if she wanted to exercise 
with me. I did kundalini yoga in the morn-
ing, a practice that was built around a great 
deal of rapid breathing, and then I went on 
to other things.

But once we had finished that first short 
practice, she turned to me, blooming. “This is 
what I need,” she said, excited. “This is what’s 
been missing.”

T his story— which begins and begins— 
starts again here. Of course we would 
exercise together; it was good for both of 

us. Kundalini is nothing if not an exercise in 
breath, and as it turned out, breath was what 
Sooki was craving. More breath. Almost from 

the moment we finished that first practice, she 
identified it as part of her recovery, the thing 
she needed to stay alive.

I had never found a way of asking what hav-
ing cancer had been like for her, or what it 
meant to so vigorously refuse the hand you 
were dealt. With every passing day I seemed 
less able to say, Do you want to talk about this? 
Am I the person you’re talking to, or are you 
talking to someone else downstairs late at 
night? I was starting to understand that what 
she needed might have been color rather than 
conversation, breath rather than words. 

My continuous and varied relationship with 
exercise was an inheritance from my father. He 
was not one to miss a workout and neither was 
I. I’d practiced kundalini devotedly for years 
and then drifted, picking up other things, and 
while I’d stuck with the short class, I had 
amassed no end of DVDs. Now Sooki and I 
sorted through them like old baseball cards. 
We did a different hour- long class every morn-
ing, identifying our favorites, ordering more 
 DVDs. All that breathing and twisting and 
flexing fed her, and the calm voice of the in-
structor seemed to be speaking directly to her. 
“This one is good for your liver.” “This will 
help all your internal organs.” “You are beauti-
ful. You are powerful. You decide.” We laughed 
at the simple optimism but we also caught 
ourselves listening.

Every morning before breakfast, we waved 
our hands in the air. We danced. We did up 
dog and down dog in endless repetition. And 
then one night, for reasons I cannot imagine, 
we decided to do it all again before we went to 
sleep. And that was that. Yoga and meditation 
for an hour in the morning was augmented 
with yoga and meditation for an hour at night. 
Surely we would take off the Wednesday morn-
ings when she had to be at the hospital at seven 
o’clock. Never. She was going to be stuck in a 
chair all day, which was why it was necessary to 
do it again at night when she got home. We 
laughed at ourselves, at the practice, at the 
voice that told us we were flowers, we were 
leopards, but we didn’t stop. I thought some 
nights my back would snap. I wanted to go to 
bed and read. But my sixty- four- year- old house-
guest with recurrent pancreatic cancer asked 
for absolutely nothing but this. How was I go-
ing to say I was tired when she was never tired? 
She lit up with all that breath.

Or maybe it was the company. We had finally 
found a completely comfortable way of being 
together. I saw my mother and sister. I went 
to sleep with my husband. Most days I went to 
work at Parnassus for several hours, filling 
boxes. The bookstore was closed to the public, 
but we were still shipping orders. Yoga was 
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Sooki’s necessary social hour, and what I got in 
return was time with Sooki. There were so 
many other people who would have done any-
thing to be with her— her mother and hus-
band, her daughter and son and grandchildren, 
her sisters and all of her friends. How thrilled 
they would have been to have even a few of the 
hours she wasted with us. These precious days 
I’ll spend with you, I sang in my head. 

Pay attention, I told myself. Pay attention 
every minute.

Even as Sooki’s white count continued to 
hover in the neighborhood of nonexistent, her 
CA 19- 9 cancer marker number (that unreli-
able indicator we relied on) was dropping. 
“Maybe it’s the trial,” she said, “but I think it 
could just as easily be the food and the yoga.”

I told her it was all an elaborate hoax. “You 
think you’re getting chemo three Wednesdays 
a month but really it’s a test to measure the ef-
fectiveness of kundalini yoga and kohlrabi.” I 
had signed up for a farm- share box, and every 
week we were overwhelmed with pounds of 
mysterious vegetables.

I knew there was a part of her that believed 
that maybe what Nashville had to offer in 
terms of fighting cancer was happening in our 
house, that she was improving because she was 
with us.

T he day I picked up Sooki from the air-
port in February she told me she would 
need to buy dry ice for Wednesdays. 

She was supposed to wear a complicated Vel-
cro gel pack (unfortunately called a penguin 
cap) on her head on the days she had chemo. 
The four frozen caps were to be stored in a 
cooler filled with fifty pounds of dry ice. She 
was supposed to lug this cooler with her to 
the hospital every week. They clearly didn’t 
understand she intended to walk, though 
knowing Sooki, she probably could have car-
ried it. The caps had to be switched out every 
twenty- five minutes during treatment to en-
sure that her head stayed more or less frozen. 
“It’s supposed to keep your hair from falling 
out,” she said. “Or it’s supposed to slow it 
down.” She hadn’t lost her hair on FOLFIRINOX, 
though she’d lost her sense of taste and smell, 
the feeling in her feet and hands, and twenty 
pounds. FOLFIRINOX had also given her a 
profound aversion to cold.

“And you’re going to freeze your head for 
eight hours every week?” We’d been together 
for a matter of minutes. There was no reason 
to offer unsolicited opinions on a subject I 
knew nothing about to a person who had just 
gotten into my car, but the thought of a fro-
zen gel pack on my own head struck me as 
boundless misery. Would it even work? I asked 

her. If she missed a session, would her hair fall 
out anyway?

Sitting there in her shaggy pink rock- star 
coat, Sooki told me how much she’d come to 
hate the cold. I said I thought it would be easier 
to be bald. The caps were in the Mary Poppins 
suitcase, along with her paints and easel, the 
large blanket she had brought us as a gift, and 
her extensive wardrobe. 

A month later, I still hadn’t seen all the 
clothes she had brought with her, and I never 
saw the cold caps.

“Just think,” I would say to her on Wednes-
days. “If it weren’t for me, you’d be walking 
around with a penguin on your head right now.”

Then one day she told me she was starting to 
shed. The next day she brought up the vacuum 
cleaner to vacuum off her yoga mat. The day 
after that she came upstairs wearing a sock hat.

“I’m going to have to have my hair cut,” she 
said. “Something happened to it while I was in 
the shower.”

“I can cut it.”
She shook her head. “It’s too weird.”
“There is no weirdness left between us,” I said. 

“And anyway, it’s my fault. I was the one who 
talked you out of the fifty pounds of dry ice.”

She took off her cap to show me the damage. 
It was as if 98 percent of her hair had fallen out, 
but somehow in the process, it had felted. The 
chemical tide that rose in Sooki’s blood had 
not only caused her hair to fall out; it caused 
that hair to mat into a solid surface. Small, flat 
islands of boiled wool were resolutely attached 
to her scalp by the 2 percent of hair that had 
not fallen out. It was a science experiment that 
could never be replicated.

“See?” she said.
I picked up one of the bigger islands and 

moved it gently back and forth. It was anchored 
by a quarter inch of hair at most but it was in-
deed anchored. Sooki got a stool and a towel 
and went to sit on the back deck. I went upstairs 
to get the scissors out of my sewing basket.

“You have a pretty head,” I told Sooki when 
the job was done. “I guess you never know if 
you’re the person who’s going to look good bald 
until you’re bald.”

She went inside to see for herself. She wasn’t 
about to tell me she looked good, but it was clear 
what I was talking about. There was a delicacy 
about her that was well- suited to baldness.

“I need to go home,” she said, looking at the 
pictures of herself she had asked me to take 
with her cell phone. Then she went downstairs 
and went back to sleep. 

Later that day we sat side by side on our yoga 
mats, Sooki’s head wrapped artfully in a scarf. 
With our hands on our shoulders we turned left 
and right, left and right, endlessly. 
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“It’s so important to twist this way,” the gen-
tle voice of the yoga teacher reminded us. 
“You’re detoxifying all your inner organs.”

That was what we had to hold on to, and so 
we held on.

When I look back on those first few 
months of the pandemic, all I will 
remember is recurrent pancreatic 

cancer. Recurrent pancreatic cancer kept me 
focused on the present moment. I wasn’t suffer-
ing the crashing waves of anxiety that battered 
down so many people I knew— though two 
hours of daily yoga and meditation also con-
tributed to keeping panic at bay. While other 
people were left to worry about a virus that 
may or may not have been coming for them, I 
worried about Sooki. I had a concrete reason to 
be careful about the germs I was bringing into 
the house. It wasn’t that I could kill someone; it 
was that I could kill her.

I was also greatly occupied by the bookstore. 
Unlike so many other small businesses, we had 
the means to pivot. We still had customers 
even if they couldn’t come into the store, and 
they were fantastically loyal. I was packing boxes, 
writing cards, and making cheerful videos in 
which I extolled the virtues of the books I 
loved. I would save what I could save, and, 
along with my business partner, Karen Hayes, 
and a small, ferocious staff (including my sister 
Heather) who never backed down, I was deter-
mined to save the bookstore. Sooki was desper-
ate to be helpful. There were mornings we 
would go to the store at first light, when no one 
was around, and tape up boxes and stick on la-
bels together. She was thrilled to get the chance 
to work. She kept saying she wanted to be the 
one to help me for a change. But all Sooki did 
was help me. She was the magnet in the com-
pass. The very fact of her existence in our house 
kept me on track.

“What Sooki is,” Tom wrote to me in an 
email later, “is all that is good in the world.”

We lived in that good world made up of yoga 
and chemo, the bookstore, cooking, painting, 
talking over dinner. We filled up the bird feed-
ers twice a day, scrubbed out the birdbath every 
morning, tracked the relationship of a couple of 
lizards who lived in the planter on the deck. 
Sooki told me they were skinks. Stranded at 
home, Karl studied to get his instrument rating 
as a pilot. He watched classes on his computer 
and worked through calculus problems at the 
dining- room table. He talked to his patients on 
the phone. He would tell me how lucky we 
were, the three of us together. And we were. 
We knew it.

On the first Sunday in May, in the late after-
noon, a storm kicked up, not expected but not 

a surprise either. Karl was sitting on the front 
porch and he called for me to come out. “Look 
at this.”

I came and watched from the open door. 
The sky had turned a tenacious gray, the rain 
sheeting sideways. The wind was coming down 
the street like a train.

Karl spent a huge amount of time studying 
weather as part of his instrument- rating prep. 
“I’ve never seen a storm come up so fast.” He 
leaned forward over the porch stairs.

“Come inside,” I said.
He wasn’t listening. He was watching the 

weather.
A tremendous explosion rocked the house, 

something far beyond thunder. A transformer 
must have blown up somewhere close by. Up 
and down the street the lights clicked off; our 
house went dark. All the neighborhood dogs 

began to howl and bark. On the porch, Sparky 
joined in. 

“We need to go downstairs,” I said.
“In a minute.”
“Hey guys?” Sooki called.
“God damn it, get inside,” I said to my hus-

band. Twenty- five people had been killed in the 
last round of tornadoes in Nashville, two 
months before.

Sooki came outside and was caught in the 
spectacle. It would take nothing for her to blow 
away. I could already see her tumbling down 
the street. “Do you want to come downstairs?” 
she asked.

I tugged at Karl and the three of us went 
downstairs with the dog. By the time we sat down 
it was over. It had been no more than seven 
minutes start to finish. The rain went on for 
another half an hour, and when it gave up I 
put Sparky on his leash and the three of us 
went outside to wander and gape with our 
neighbors. About a quarter of the trees were 
down. Giant hackberries had fallen into ma-
ples and split them in half. A forest sprung up 
in the middle of the street. Telephone poles 
were down, and electrical wires snaked across 
the asphalt. They were dead, the wires, 
weren’t they? Gingerly we picked our way for-
ward. Catalpa flowers littered the sidewalk, 

WHILE OTHER PEOPLE WERE 
LEFT TO WORRY ABOUT A  
VIRUS THAT MAY OR MAY NOT 
HAVE BEEN COMING FOR THEM,  
I WORRIED ABOUT SOOKI
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though I hadn’t realized the catalpa trees 
were in bloom. I scooped up a handful for no 
reason and carried them with me. It was a 
straight- line wind, a freak occurrence that 
came out of nowhere. The trees were down 
but not the houses, and the trees, from what I 
could see, hadn’t fallen on the houses. They’d 
fallen on the mailboxes. They knocked one 
another down like dominoes. Karl looked up 
the name for it on his phone. Derecho. Span-
ish for straight, direct.

“First the tornadoes,” Sooki said, taking pic-
ture after picture, the giant root systems pulling 
up slabs of earth taller than Karl, the bright 
spring grass meeting the sidewalk at right angles.

“Then the pandemic,” I said.
“The freak wind,” Karl said.
“And pancreatic cancer,” Sooki said.
“Let’s not forget the cancer,” I said, and we 

laughed.
That night there was still no power, and so we 

lit candles. We lit the gas stove with matches 

and made dinner. We played Scrabble and did 
our yoga from memory after Karl went to bed. 
We breathed deeply and flexed our spines.

“Well,” Sooki said when we were finished. 
We just kept sitting there in the stillness, the 
kind of dark that electricity wants us to forget 
ever existed. It was the last hour of a long day.

“Let’s go outside,” I whispered.
Sooki got her flashlight and blew out the 

candles. Sooki had been working for the bat 
squad in New York when a bicentennial pa-
rade passed in front of the Bureau of Animal 
Affairs. People were dancing, laughing, and 
so she went outside. She met a group of sail-
ors who had sailed around the world. One of 
them was shirtless and had a colorful parrot 
on his shoulder. Sooki had had a toucan in 
college. Surely there was a piece of this story 
she was leaving out because the next thing I 
knew she’d sailed off with them. She was 
twenty- one. She joined the ship’s crew. They 
sailed to St.  Barts in a beautiful old wooden 
boat named Christmas. She had once shown 
me a picture of herself standing in the surf 
wearing a bikini, a sarong tied around her 
narrow hips.

I woke up the dog and the three of us left in 
the darkness. We weren’t the only ones who felt 
restless. People were sitting in their cars, in 
their driveways, charging their phones. People 
were out with their dogs. They were on their 
porches, laughing. I didn’t understand what it 
was, but something was in the air. Everyone was 
wide awake, waiting up to see if the world 
was going to end.

Sooki and I shined our flashlights on the 
smooth bark of the trees that lay across  
the streets. We shined them into the beds of 
purple iris that stood tall and straight, un-
touched. We climbed over branches, met an 
impasse, turned to walk another way. The wa-
ter in the creek a block away skimmed the 
bottom of the footbridge. We talked and then 
we didn’t. It was enough just to be together in 
all that darkness.

The power was out for four days, those rarest 
of days in Nashville when it was neither too 
hot nor too cold. I cleaned out the freezer and 
the refrigerator and at every moment thought, 
We are so lucky.

B efore I can start writing a novel, I have to 
know how it ends. I have to know where 
I’m going, otherwise I spend my days 

walking in circles. Not everyone is like this. 
I’ve heard writers say that they write in order to 
discover how the story ends, and if they knew 
the ending in advance there wouldn’t be any 
point in writing. For them the mystery is solved 
by the act, and I understand that; it’s just not 
the way I work. I knew I would write about 
Sooki eventually, I had told her so, but I had no 
idea what I’d say. I didn’t know how the story 
would end.

“She’ll die,” Karl said. “People die of this.”
But wasn’t there also a scenario in which she 

didn’t die? The chemo, the clinical trial, the 
yoga and the vegetables, the prayers of nuns 
and all the time to paint— what if it added up 
to something? What if there was some strange 
alchemy in the proportions that could never be 
exactly measured and, as a result, she lived, 
only to die at some later point from the thing 
no one saw coming: a pandemic, tornadoes, a 
straight- line wind. 

T here is a magnificent quiet that comes 
from giving up the regular order of your 
life. Sooki came to Nashville and stayed 

in one place, no more movie stars, no more trips 
to Morocco and Tan- Tan. In Tan- Tan there was 
no electricity at night, either. She and Tom 
would walk in the desert in the early mornings 
and she would feed him lines from a script while 
he memorized his part, cobras skating through 
the dust just in front of them. Death was there 

BEFORE I CAN START WRITING  
A NOVEL, I HAVE TO KNOW HOW 

IT ENDS. I HAVE TO KNOW WHERE 
I’M GOING, OTHERWISE I SPEND 

MY DAYS WALKING IN CIRCLES
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during those long, sunny days. Death was the 
river that ran underground, always. It was just 
that we had piled up so much junk to keep 
from hearing it.

S ometimes Sooki would leave money on 
the kitchen counter, “For groceries,” she 
would say, “for gas, for the books.”

I would shake my head. “Don’t do this.”
That was when her eyes would well up. Sooki, 

bareheaded, her silver earrings dangling down 
her neck. “I have to feel like I’m contributing. I 
can’t always be the one who’s taking everything.”

But of course I was the one who took every-
thing. Why couldn’t she see that? The price of 
living with a writer was that eventually she 
would write about you. I was taking in every pre-
cious day. What Sooki gave me was a sense of 
order, a sense of God, the God of Sister Nena, 
the God of my childhood, a belief that I had 
gone into my study one night and picked up the 
right book from the hundred books that were 
there because I was meant to. I had a purpose to 
serve. The CA 19- 9 had gone from 2,100 to 470. 
The tumor in her liver was shrinking. A hun-
dred thousand people in this country had al-
ready died of the coronavirus. We were still at 
the beginning then. But thanks to Sooki, there 
was enough quiet in my house, in my own mind, 
that I could hear the river running underground, 
and I wasn’t afraid.

Sooki worried about her mother, who had 
been admitted to a hospital near Rye Brook for 
a urinary tract infection. Sooki left messages 
for the doctors and put her phone at the end of 
her yoga mat, waiting for the call back while we 
practiced. When they called, she asked them 
all the right questions. She was an expert in 
dealing with the medical system, after all. It 
made her crazy not to be there to help.

“I can fly you up,” Karl offered, once her 
mother was safely home. “We can go up and 
back the same day.”

Sooki had twice flown down to Mississippi 
with us to visit Karl’s ninety- eight- year- old 
mother. She liked to fly. The idea of the consid-
erably longer trip to New York was good news. 
Sooki’s mother lived two miles from the West-
chester airport. From her patio, she could 
watch the planes take off and land. Once a pi-
lot, always a pilot. Sooki’s two sisters, one in 
Connecticut and one in Massachusetts, could 
meet them there, a family reunion at the air-
port. Everyone could bring his or her own sand-
wich and stay safely apart.

“It’s too much,” Sooki said.
Karl disagreed. “It’s not too much. I’m sup-

posed to be flying.”
The trip came together quickly. They 

would leave in four days. Karl worked out the 

plans. He would bring a co pilot to split up the 
hours. They would stop each way to refuel in 
West Virginia. Her sisters were in, her mother 
was thrilled.

The problem wasn’t how the trip would be 
organized, but what it meant— pandemic, can-
cer, ninety- four. Implicit in the idea of everyone 
getting together was the reality that this could 
be the last time it would happen. How do you 
fly from Nashville to New York in a single- 
engine plane for a two- hour visit? How do you 
get back on the plane to come home?

Sooki hadn’t lost weight but she was losing 
her ability to project her voice. It had been 
happening for a while. Sometimes I had to get 
right in front of her to hear what she was say-
ing. “It’s so amazingly generous of Karl,” she 
whispered uncertainly. She kept to herself, 
sleeping and painting, trying to wrestle it out. 
“Of course I want to go. It’s just . . . ”

I waited but nothing came next. Nothing 
had to.

The next morning, we went to the book-
store early and picked out presents for every-
one in her family. We went to the bakery 
across from the bookstore and bought spinach- 
feta bread and cinnamon- raisin bread. We 
went home and baked a spectacular cake that 
was especially well suited to travel. “It’s like 
you’re going home to the Ukraine for the first 
time in ten years,” I said as we loaded up cool-
ers and bags. I had gotten up in the dark to 
make stacks of sandwiches. Whether all of this 
together was what helped, or whether she had 
made up her mind to see only the good, I 
couldn’t say. Probably it was some combination 
of the two. But by the time Karl and Sooki left 
for the airport she was happy.

They told me the story later: How after they 
landed, when they were all standing together 
on the lawn outside the small airport, a police 
officer came and told them they had to dis-
perse. Westchester was still a pandemic hot 
spot and there could be no congregating, even 
outside. Karl, being Karl, took the officer 
around the corner to explain the situation.

“We have some picnic tables outside the po-
lice station,” the officer said. “No one will 
bother you there.” The station happened to be 
next door to the airport, so everyone picked up 
their coolers and walked over. All day long 
Sooki emailed me pictures of her family with 
the subject line Where is our other sister? She 
meant me.

When Sooki and Karl got home that 
night, they were elated. Karl loved Sooki’s 
family and they all loved Karl. He and the other 
pilot talked flying with Sooki’s mother. “She 
told me that she had to put Sooki on a leash 
when she was little because she ran so much. 
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No one could keep up with her. Every time her 
mother turned around, Sooki was gone.”

Sooki, the middle daughter. “What about 
your sisters?” I asked.

“No leashes on them,” she said.
In bed that night, Karl told me about how 

happy they all were, how kind. He said that 
Sooki was good when they left. She had made 
up her mind that it was going to be okay.

I turned out the light and kept thinking 
about the leash, the marathons, the trail 
running, the yoga, the walking in the desert, 
the painting and painting and painting. The 
energy it took to stay alive, the impossibility 
of quitting. I didn’t know what I would have 
done in her place, but I imagined that upon 
getting the news of recurrent pancreatic can-
cer I would go see my lawyer and settle up 
my tab with the house. Maybe I would find 
the fight in me, but I was never much of a 
fighter. Sooki wore a leash as a child, the en-
ergy in her tiny frame too much for her 
mother to control. Many were the mornings 
the yoga felt endless to me, and so I would 
give her a wave as I left the mat and headed 
off to my desk. To the best of my knowledge, 
she never quit.

More news about planes: friends of mine 
in Nashville who knew what was go-
ing on with Sooki, and who have a 

house in California and a jet that takes them 
there, the nicest possible friends, offered her a 
ride home. They were flying out at the end of 
May. It was her only chance of getting back 
safely anytime soon. The same trial she was 
part of in Nashville had finally commenced at 
UCLA, twenty minutes from her house. Her 
California and Tennessee oncologists had 
conferred so that she could transfer from one 
hospital to the other without missing a treat-
ment. Everything was lined up— except Sooki 
didn’t want to go.

My goal was to maintain neutrality. I told 
her as much. She shouldn’t stay for us or leave 
for us. She was welcome. No one had ever 
been so welcome. “You can live here for the 
rest of your life,” I said, and I meant it. These 
days were concentrated like no time I had ever 
known. She had moved in before the pandemic. 
We had been together for the duration of this 
new world. But of course the thing to do would 
be to go, wouldn’t it? She must miss all those 
people she so rarely spoke of.

“I’m afraid if I leave I’ll never see you again,” 
she said in a voice I could barely hear. 

It was possible, and I had no intention of 
thinking about it. “I wonder whether it isn’t 
easier here because you don’t have to comfort 
us, you don’t have to make us feel better about 

the fact that you’re sick. You can just concen-
trate on yourself.”

She shook her head. “It isn’t that.”
It’s funny, but all this time I was sure it was 

exactly that. I’d come up with the answer 
months ago. Our house was a holding pattern, 
a neutral space without expectation where all 
that mattered was her recovery.

We were standing in the kitchen in the late 
afternoon, the time before dinner and be-
tween two yoga sessions. “I like myself here,” 
she said softly.

I had to listen to what she was telling me. I 
had to turn myself away from the movie of 
what I thought was happening, the movie I had 
made for myself, so that I could see her.

It was so hard for her to talk. I stood there, 
close, willing myself not to fill in her sentences. 
She told me that at home she had become im-
patient and angry. She had wanted her life to 
be different, and now it was. She had wanted 
to be a better person, and here she believed she 
was better. She liked herself again. She wasn’t 
just her illness. She was an artist. I saw her as 
an artist. “The fact that the two of you want 
me here, that you love me, that you believe 
in me— it makes me believe in myself. I don’t 
want to give that up.”

“You’ll never have to give up the friendship 
or the love,” I said. “And if you decide you 
want to stay, well, you don’t have to give that 
up either.”

Sooki the Tireless, Sooki the Indefatigable, 
looked as if she was about to split apart. She 
said she didn’t know what she was going to do. 
“I can’t just stay here forever.”

But she could. I had no idea whether it was a 
good idea, but she could.

That night I tried to explain it to Karl. “This 
whole time I’ve gotten it wrong. I thought I was 
helping and now I wonder if I’ve made it worse.”

“How could you have made it worse?”
“By showing her what her life might have 

looked like and then sending her home.” By 
seeing what I wanted to see instead of what was 
actually in front of me. Mine was the sin of 
misunderstanding, of thinking that a clinical 
trial was the point of the story.

T he days went on and I could feel Sooki 
slipping, hounded by her own indecision. 
Here she was an artist who lived with a 

writer. Here she was the person she had meant 
to be. One night after we’d finished our yoga 
and meditation, we were lying on our mats, star-
ing up at the ceiling. Sparky had crawled onto 
my chest and gone to sleep. I asked Sooki if she 
had any interest in trying psilocybin.

It’s essential to the life of a novel— to come 
upon the turn you never saw coming.
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I knew people in college and graduate school 
who took mushrooms, and then about thirty 
years passed before I heard anything about 
them again. Now I knew several people who 
were using them as part of therapy. Plant medi-
cine, they called it now. When you’re young 
you’re getting high, and when you’re old you’re 
using plant medicine, like herbal insect repel-
lent. Still, wasn’t it worth mentioning?

Sooki said she’d heard about it, too, and 
knew other cancer patients who’d tried it, but 
she was hesitant, as any right- minded adult 
would be hesitant about adding the X factor of 
fungi into an already complicated chemical 
mix. We started looking up articles on the 
Johns Hopkins website. The reports were 
overwhelmingly positive: 

Psilocybin produces substantial and sustained 
decreases in depression and anxiety in patients 
with life- threatening cancer  . . . High- dose psi-
locybin produced large decreases in clinician-  
 and self- rated measures of depressed mood and 
anxiety, along with increases in quality of life, 
life meaning, and optimism, and decreases in 
death anxiety.

“Maybe,” she said.
I don’t drink. I’m a vegetarian. My only pre-

scription is for vitamin D. If I’d had a coat of 
arms, it would have read quality of life, life 
meaning, optimism. “Would you feel better 
about it if I did it with you?”

She looked at me. “Aren’t we talking about 
doing this together?”

“Oh,” I said. “We are. Of course we are.”
This is how we arrive at the next chapter of 

the story.

T he trick wasn’t getting the mushrooms. I 
knew how to do that. The trick was 
coming up with the nerve to confess our 

plans to Karl. I presented him with the studies 
from Johns Hopkins. Seventy percent of partici-
pants rated it among “the most personally 
meaningful and spiritually significant experi-
ences of their lives.” He rolled his eyes, but he 
kept reading. Marriage meant that he would 
hear out what on the surface may have ap-
peared to be a spectacularly stupid idea. Mar-
riage also meant that I would listen if he tried 
to talk me out of it. I wasn’t looking for permis-
sion, but it was a matter of mutual respect.

He read several articles while I waited. 
“Okay,” he said.

“Really? You don’t think this is crazy?”
“I didn’t say that, but I know you’re trying to 

help Sooki.”
When we turned out the light that night I 

felt myself buzzing with happiness: After 
nearly three months of lockdown, we were 

going to have an adventure. Travel while stay-
ing at home! I don’t know why I didn’t have 
the sense to worry, but I didn’t. My friends 
who had tried it all had positive experiences, 
new books extolled the virtues of seeing the 
beauty and connectivity of all life, and there 
was a chance that this experience, coming so 
far out of left field, might be just the thing 
Sooki needed.

I t took a while to get the mushrooms. A 
friend who was well versed in the experience 
brought them over early in the morning 

on Memorial Day. I had interviews scheduled 
all day on Tuesday, Sooki had chemo on 
Wednesday, and my friends were leaving for 
California on Thursday. It was now or never.

My friend told us we should wear eye masks 
and cover ourselves with blankets. There was a 
six- hour play list that the Johns Hopkins team 
had put together that was meant to somehow 
guide you safely through the experience. Sooki 
had downloaded it. We were ready.

“It’s important to think about your inten-
tions before you start,” my friend told us. We 
were sitting in the den at 7:30 am. My intention 
was to help Sooki. There was no other reason for 
me to be going on the cancer patient’s journey.

“It’s okay for us to be in the same room,” 
Sooki said, a statement rather than a question.

My friend tilted her head. “I wouldn’t. 
Things can get very confused. There aren’t a 
lot of boundaries. Or I should say the boundar-
ies you think are there tend to fall away. I 
wouldn’t be on the same floor of the house.”

She said we could expect to be in the thick 
of things for an hour and a half, maybe two 
hours, with some residual effects for another 
three or four hours after that. “And even when 
you’re in the middle of it you can still get up 
and go to the bathroom. It’s not like you’re 
stuck in one place.” I would have given her a 
hug but for the pandemic. I promised to call 
when it was over.

Then Sooki and I went to the kitchen, 
mixed our pre- measured packets of mushroom 
powder in with yogurt, and poisoned ourselves. 
We headed upstairs to lie side by side on our 
yoga mats, deciding to disregard my friend’s ad-
vice about staying on separate floors. We were 
in this together. That was the point of every-
thing. Karl and the dog went out on the front 
porch to read the newspaper.

We put on the music, the eye masks, covered 
up. We waited. Then came the moment one 
feels on a roller coaster just as the bar locks 
into place and the car starts to pull up, the 
body pressing back into the seat, knees out 
ahead, and you think, Wait a minute, was this 
the best . . .
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“Ann?”
I pulled up my eye mask. Karl was standing 

in the doorway. He told me he was going to 
take his grandsons to the river to go boating. It 
was Memorial Day, after all.

“You’re not staying?”
He shook his head. I felt the car pulling up 

and up, just about to tip over the cresting track. 
Had we not talked about the part where he 
stuck around to oversee our health and safety? 
Maybe not. Remember in the future not to 
make assumptions. Click, click, click. I rose as I 
pressed against the floor.

“Is it working?” he asked.
“It’s working,” Sooki said.
And then, it seemed, he left.
The car was taking me into yellow, not a 

field of yellow but into the color itself. There 
are no words here, I thought. I had put a note-
book and a pen beside me on the floor before 
we started. Forget that. There was only color 
and the color was keeping time with the mu-
sic, color breaking apart into tiles the size of 
Chiclets, the color of Chiclets, from which ca-
thedrals rose in the sacred spirit of the Johns 
Hopkins playlist.

It occurs to me that I should put that playlist 
on again and listen as I’m writing this, but I 
will not. Vivaldi, Vivaldi, Vivaldi— that’s 

how it starts.

T here was never so much color, spinning, 
building, reconfiguring, splitting apart. I 
tried to enjoy it but it was difficult to 

breathe. The car I was locked into was now 
hurtling down through a million winking fla-
gella, every one a different color. Who knew 
there was so much color? It was my intention to 
vomit, but the idea of getting past Sooki was 
overwhelming. Sooki, in her eye mask, was ly-
ing so serenely beneath the furry blanket she 
had brought us from California that I wondered 
if she was dead. Still, it seemed possible I could 
get off the ride early by expelling the mush-
rooms. I desperately wanted to vomit, to turn 
back time. I crawled around her as carefully as I 
could and collapsed in the hallway.

Reading about other people’s hallucinogenic 
experiences is like listening to other people’s 
dreams at a dinner party. What’s fascinating 
fails to translate. Suffice to say the car I was 
strapped into followed a tunnel down into 
dark and darker colors, narrower spaces. 
Where I was going was death. My death. Two 
words I kept trying to bring up as I convulsed 
on the bathroom floor.

“You okay?” Sooki asked. There she was in 
the doorway, outlined in neon tubing. 

“Sick,” I said.

“Are you breathing? You have to remember.”
Facedown on a bath mat, I forced myself to 

take a breath. 
“You should come back to the music,” she 

said sympathetically.
I couldn’t muster whatever it would have 

taken to follow her, but I could hear the music 
fine from where I was, Górecki’s Symphony 
No. 3, Arvo Pärt, pieces I had loved and would 
love no more. “We did this to ourselves,” I said, 
or maybe I didn’t say it. She was already gone. 
By the time the playlist had reached “Tristan 
and Isolde,” my skull was a horse’s skull, dry and 
white and empty.

I’m dying,” my friend had said to me.
“I’ll go with you,” I said

T his was not a two- hour journey. This 
was eight hours of hard labor. I wanted 
Karl’s comfort and was glad he wasn’t 

there. I was sorry for what I’d done to him, by 
which I meant poisoning myself. We’d had a 
very good life. I felt like someone was slamming 
me against a wall, not in anger but as a job. My 
breath was roaring now, in and out, my lungs 
enormous bellows that would not tolerate my 
death. These months of exercise would save 
me. Save me. When I was very nearly at the 
end, I came to a beautiful lake, the kind you’d 
see on a Japanese postcard, or my imagined pic-
ture of a Japanese postcard. My little dog Rose, 
now ten years gone, came out to meet me, run-
ning giant circles of exuberance in the soft 
grass. There was my grandmother, my father. 
They were waving. That was my reward.

I had set my intention to help my friend, to 
hold her hand and go with her while she went 
to peer over the cliff, the cliff that, coinciden-
tally, I fell off.

When it was over, I managed to make my 
way into the shower, perhaps the biggest sin-
gle accomplishment of my life. Sooki went 
downstairs to her room. Karl came home and 
we sat on the couch and watched a storm tear-
ing up the backyard. I thought he was angry 
and at the same time I knew my judgment to 
be flawed. I was angry at myself. I thought he 
should be angry at me. I pushed my face into his 
shoulder, apologizing. “For what?” he asked. He 
knew. Didn’t he know?

“For being careless with our lives.” 
He got me a can of ginger  ale and I tried to 

eat half a banana. Was this what COVID- 19 
felt like? I couldn’t stay upright, a hangover 
from the last eight hours in which I had been 
quite memorably deboned. I was no longer 
sick or well. Where was Sooki? She couldn’t 
be alone.

“
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After a while she drifted up to the kitchen, 
taking a stab at the half of banana I had aban-
doned. “Are you okay?” I asked. I was having 
trouble with my own volume now. “I was so 
afraid I’d killed you.”

Outside the rain was dark and lashing. 
Sooki had brought her computer with her. She 
was checking email or trying to make notes. 
“It was so important,” she said, her voice pretty 
much vanishing in her mouth. I was trying to 
read her lips. I knew I should sit with her at the 
table but I couldn’t imagine it.

“Are you not sick?”
She looked at me. “No, I’m fine. Are you 

sick?”
I nodded.
“Maybe it’s all the chemicals I have in me al-

ready. I’m good. It’s just.” She stopped. There 
were no words because it wasn’t about words. 

“Was it like they said it would be, life- changing? 
Are you not sorry you did it?” I felt like it took 
me two minutes to put that much together.

“There are so many things I understand 
now,” she said. “All the people who love me 
and how hard this has been for them, the can-
cer. I could see them— my family and my 
friends. I felt their love for me. I could see what 
they needed and what they’d given me. I could 
see Ken and how he’s always been there for me, 
how he steps back to let me shine. I could see 
what the cancer’s given me. If it hadn’t been for 
the cancer, I never would have come here. I 
wouldn’t have had this time with you and Karl. 
That’s worth everything.”

“So it really was what they said, a definitive 
spiritual experience?” She’d seen people. She 
had felt their love and heard their voices while 
I was hacking up snakes in some pitch- black 
cauldron of lava at the center of the earth.

“Absolutely. I can’t tell you how grateful I 
am. Did you have a hard time?”

“I had a hard time.”
“What was it like?”
“Death,” I said. I didn’t say, Your death. I 

didn’t say, This thing you live with every min-
ute, this heaving horse’s skull, I held it for you 
today so that you could talk it out with the 
people who love you. I had set my intention go-
ing in: I wanted to help my friend. In making 
the journey to Oz, she had found the strength 
and clarity she needed to go home again.

S omeone wound the clock and suddenly 
the second hand, so long suspended, be-
gan to tick again, pushing us forward. 

Sooki let my friends with the plane know that 
she would be there on Thursday. She had to 
pack her boxes the next day, Tuesday. Wednes-
day was chemo. She’d scarcely left the house for 
more than three months and yet it was impos-

sible to push the world back into the Mary Pop-
pins suitcase. On her last night we sat in my of-
fice after yoga and I asked her every last 
question I could think of— when did she work 
on the documentary about George Romero, 
and when did she marry Ken? What was the 
line of children’s clothing called? When was 
she first diagnosed with pancreatic cancer? 
How had she known something was wrong? All 
this time I’d been afraid of prying, only to dis-
cover that Sooki was happy to talk, to tell me 
about the bats, the sailboat to St.  Barts, the 
desert in Tan- Tan, the surgery. She told me 
that part of the reason she’d been hesitant to 
stay with us was that she didn’t want to trade 
on Tom’s friendship with me. That she’d always 
been so careful not to cross any lines, not to 
advance herself through connections she’d 
made through him.

“Not to advance your cancer treatment? 
Are you serious? Can you imagine Tom sit-
ting at home saying, ‘I can’t believe Sooki 
used my connections to get into a clinical trial 
in Nashville’?”

“No, of course not, I’m just telling you. I re-
member when you asked me months ago if he 
knew I was here and I panicked. I try to keep 
all the parts of my life separate.”

We will never know all the things other peo-
ple worry about. 

She told me how lovely it had been to lay 
down the burden of her own vigilance. That 
at home she felt responsible for overseeing 
every aspect of her treatment, researching 
cures, double- checking medical orders— she 
had caught a few harrowing errors along the 
way, near misses— but here she knew that 
Dr. Bendell and Karl always had their eyes on 
her. She had their protection, and that knowl-
edge had opened up so much time in the day. 
We talked about the nightmare of health 
insurance— and how the percentage of treat-
ment costs she and Ken had to pay out of 
pocket had wiped out their retirement, had 
wiped out everything. “I should have planned 
better,” she said.

“You should have planned for the financial 
fallout of having pancreatic cancer twice?”

She said yes.
How had I not asked her all these things be-

fore? She was perfectly willing to talk, she 
wanted to, and now she was leaving in the 
morning. Why had I been so careful?

Because I was trying to protect myself. I had 
been afraid of how the story would end. 

On Thursday morning I started to cry while 
walking Sparky. It came out of nowhere, like 
one of those weird storms that had plagued us 
in the spring. I never cry, and yet I had plans 
to do nothing else for the rest of the day and 
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maybe the rest of the week. Sooki’s impending 
departure touched a memory I made a point of 
not revisiting: My sister and I flew from Ten-
nessee to Los Angeles for one week every 
summer to see our father, and on the morning 
of the day we were going back to Tennessee I 
would start to cry. There was no stopping it. 
It would be another year before I saw my father 
again, an unimaginable unit of time in the life 
of a child. There was no money or freedom or 
wherewithal to buy another ticket and see him 
sooner. And now there was a pandemic, recur-
rent pancreatic cancer, and so this goodbye re-
minded me of my father coming onto the 
plane with us, sitting with me and my sister, 
the three of us sobbing inconsolably until fi-
nally the flight attendant would tell him he 
had to go.

Sooki washed her sheets and towels, cleaned 
the bathroom, vacuumed. She lugged her 
suitcase out to the car without my know-

ing it. When she came upstairs ready to go she 
was wearing the black- velvet coat with the peo-
nies on it.

“You had it here all this time?” The coat wasn’t 
the way I had remembered it. It was so much 
more beautiful, the overlaying color of every 
petal, the very light pink against the blackness.

“I was saving it,” she said.
How was that possible? How could anything 

have been saved? How could there still be so 
many things I didn’t understand when our time 
was nearly over?

Karl had gone back to work by this point, 
but he canceled his afternoon appointments 
to drive us to the hangar where my friends 
kept their plane. We were early, they were 
late. I was grateful for both of those things. I 
was grateful. Karl went to talk to the pilots 
about the plane and Sooki and I sat in the lit-
tle waiting area. We tried to be jolly and failed 
and cried again. Look at what a success this 
time had been! Her CA 19- 9 was 170, down 
from 2,100 when she arrived in February. Now 
she would go home to her husband, her chil-
dren, her grandchildren, her friends. Tom and 
Rita were back from Australia. They had re-
covered. There was work to do. UCLA would 
fold her into their trial, everything seamless. 
We had found each other and we would not 
be lost. We repeated these facts, we made 
them a mantra.

My friends arrived and we waved at one an-
other from a distance as they gathered Sooki 
up. Out on the tarmac, I could see her again 
exactly as she was, resplendent in her velvet 
coat, her black beret. Sooki, who was light and 
life and color itself. A minute later everyone 
was on the plane and gone.

may 31, 2020: I’ve already worked out this morn-
ing. I did a Pilates DVD we never got around to. 
It had zero spiritual component. Your hike looks 
gorgeous and loaded with spiritual component. If 
there were too many people there, you managed to 
crop them out. There are suddenly people every-
where. The park was packed this morning. What 
will happen?

Forget about the heartfelt letters. You yourself 
are heartfelt, and all the love in the world has been 
expressed. There is no sense in putting that burden 
on yourself. Karl is not waiting on a thank- you 
note, I promise. I understand the impulse but I also 
think we’ve transcended it. (I say this as someone 
who is spending my days trying to write about our 
friendship and what happened here. It’s HARD. I 
keep throwing things out. I’ll get there but it’s no 
small task to try and sum this up.)

I sent you another book that will show up eventu-
ally, a tiny French novel I love called The Lost Es-
tate (Le grand meaulnes) by Alain- Fournier. It 
may resonate.

I’m around if you want to talk. Just remember, 
Wednesday chemo left you very sad on Friday and 
Saturday, so it stands to reason that Thursday chemo 
will break your heart on Saturday and Sunday.

All my love.

may 31, 2020: I had the most unusual dream last 
night. I’m not sure I can describe it without it sound-
ing like an extension of the mushrooms, but it had 
that kind of depth and clarity of message for me.

There was an abstract image, and it was clearly 
you— not in a physical way, but as a soul. The most 
important human qualities were being applied to this 
form. They would flow on in papery layers, in a cre-
ation act. It seemed to be key to the way humans 
were shaped, and I was aware that this was going on 
for others around you. But for you, there was also a 
vapor that would come in and fill in any gap that 
was left in the process, and I realized, “Oh, this is 
what is special here and so essentially Ann.” There 
was a completeness. No empty spiritual space. Ev-
erything filled in.

I’m sure these words can’t adequately convey 
what was such a radiant message, but it stayed with 
me so strongly as I woke up during the night, and 
that’s the best I can describe it. I’ve never experi-
enced anything like it, or you.

Have a wonderful day today. I’ll send photos 
from San Diego. I think we’ll be back tomorrow.

LOVE

As it turned out, Sooki and I needed the 
same thing: to find someone who could 
see us as our best and most complete 

selves. Astonishing to come across such a friend-
ship at this point in life. At any point in life.

CA 19- 9 is 66.7 as of this moment.
Tell me how the story ends.
It doesn’t.
It will.
It hasn’t yet. 
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THE INJUSTICE COLLECTOR
By Herbert Gold

From “Friendship and the Lifeboat,” which appeared in the March 1973 issue of Harper’s Magazine. The complete article—along with the 
magazine’s entire 170-year archive—is available online at harpers.org/archive.

Because I must, I accept that there 
are people who don’t care too 

much about those they bump into on 
the journey. They just want to enjoy a 
beer or a joint, go to the game or 
watch it on the box, float through a 
life that is difficult enough already, 
and justify any companion on 
this haphazard voyage: “Well, 
he makes me laugh.”

That’s enough. They don’t 
ask too much of friends. A rela-
tive, a buddy, what’s the differ-
ence? So long as it’s reasonable 
fun to drift in his company. 

And then there are the oth-
ers, maniac souls, who demand 
perfect friendship. They are 
loyal and true when a friend is 
sick or needful, but vindictive 
and creepy with night hatreds 
if the friend lets them down. 
They love. They hate. They 
treasure injustice with the 
sweaty focus of adolescent con-
cupiscence. An evil word be-
hind the back, a lazy dismissal 
of obligation—the sort of thing hu-
man beings do all the time, because 
they are human, evil, and lazy—calls 
down the maledictions of the injus-
tice collector. He sleeps in a bed of 
worms. There are many such. Alas, I 
find myself among their number. The 
element of disease in this pursuit of 
perfect loyalty and the continual dis-
covery of failure is not a treat. A 
doomed ideal is no joy, even to fanati-
cal idealists. Anything that gives so 
much pain must be given a more pe-
jorative psychological name than 
quixotic: love of disappointment. 
Masochism. Mea culpa. 

Survival is everyone’s aim; survival 
is conveniently what it mostly comes 
down to. A true friend gives up some 
of his convenience for his buddy. 
When the laughter stops is when the 
ambiguity of survival stops being ab-
stract. The contradictions between 

pleasure and obligation are crucial. 
Here is where depth is defined. And 
so friendship often has its knuckles 
broken as it tries to climb into the 
crowded lifeboat. 

T he notion that friendship matters 
implies that we are not just a 

swarm of midges, invisibly devouring 
one another—an identical organism in 
shaded motion, if our planet were to be 
seen from afar. The notion that others 
are not merely occasional helpmates 
and collaborators, to be called on or 
discarded as necessary, implies some 
continuity of the organism: memory, in 

which we live; nostalgia, in which we 
live; love—something permanent in 
the flesh that we know to be forever 
rotting, whatever lovely glow it emits 
in the process. I, like others, stub-
bornly insist there might be a mean-
ing. There may be no God. There may 

be no Intention. But there is a 
divine pattern in tradition and 
memory. In the duration of our 
lives, the jostling uncertainty of 
the times, we cling to trust. And 
it is betrayed. And we cling 
again. Friendship and love mean 
more than someone to chatter 
with, someone to stroke, some-
one to couple with. 

Friendship matters; it seems 
to matter more than most 
things, and entails moral con-
nections to the will more deeply 
human than mere connection 
by blood. After all, wolves are 
loyal to their pups; many spe-
cies protect their nests. Only 
men and women aspire to life-
long loyalty to friends whose 

bodies do not commingle with their 
own. We choose. Until we are com-
posed decently by death, we long for 
company unobliged by blood. The 
loneliness of the friendless is a special 
horror, and family does not fully mit-
igate it. Blood is fatal, inevitable, 
never to be denied; it demonstrates 
nothing about choice. But friendship, 
an act of pure intention, can be de-
nied. There are no guarantees other 
than that most fallible one, the hu-
man heart. We choose to have friends 
because we must; else we’ll have no 
hearts, we’ll not feel alive. Sweet and 
dangerous defiance forever. 

F R O M  T H E  A R C H I V E

1 9 7 3
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L E T T E R  F R O M  K Y I V

THE ARMIES OF 
THE RIGHT

Inside Ukraine’s extremist militias
By Aris Roussinos

O utside the city- council offices 
in Kyiv’s Obolon district, 
Andriy Biletsky was about to 

give a speech. It was a spring day in 
2019, and volunteers from Biletsky’s 
far-right group, the Azov movement, 
were idling in the sunshine next to 
the gloomy Soviet- era building, while 
others milled about in the shade of 
the birch and linden trees of a nearby 
park, almost outnumbering the audi-
ence members. The volunteers wore 
tight-fitting T-shirts and heavy mili-
tary boots, and were ready to record 
the proceedings with cell phones and 
camcorders. The spectators, mostly 
pensioners, clutched plastic shopping 
bags and gossiped among themselves.

Azov was established in 2014 as a 
volunteer militia, and was lauded for 
its heroic intervention in Ukraine’s 
grueling campaign against Russian-
backed separatists in the east. Since 
those early victories, however, Azov 
has expanded its scope, managing 
to integrate itself into the military, 
the police, and other structures of the 
Ukrainian state. It established its own 
political party, the National Corps. 

Biletsky, who commanded Azov’s 
military forces against Russia, is the 
party’s leader.

There was a flurry of activity, gray 
heads turning and phones held aloft, 
as Biletsky—a burly forty-year-old 
sporting a neatly groomed beard and a 
tight fade—entered the scene. A 
small crowd of babushkas with henna- 
dyed hair and young people in combat 
gear clustered around him as he began 
to speak. He railed against the traitors 
and crooks who dominate Ukrainian 
politics, and boasted of Azov’s efforts 
to offer IT and En glish lessons to the 
elderly and unemployed. The crowd 
applauded. “I’m so glad you are here,” 
cried one old woman when Biletsky 
opened the floor for questions. “Every-
one says the nationalists are Nazis, 
but really you are patriots.” The audi-
ence applauded again as Biletsky’s tat-
tooed, black-clad entourage scanned 
the crowd for potential hecklers.

One respectably dressed middle-
aged man carrying groceries asked Bi-
letsky why he hadn’t deployed his reg-
iment to deal with the crooks in 
parliament. Biletsky sidestepped the 
question, reminding the crowd in-
stead of the importance of voting. 

When the Q and A ended, I pushed 
myself forward and managed to shake 
Biletsky’s hand. I reminded him that 
we had an interview scheduled for the 
next day. “What do you want to ask 
me about?” he said. “Fascism?” Yes, I 
replied. He stared at me coldly for a 
moment and then laughed. “Of 
course, of course,” he said, “I have 
nothing to hide.”

The next morning, his assistant 
canceled the interview.

Ukraine is among the poorest 
countries in Europe and the 
closest thing the continent 

has to a failing state. It is mired in a 
smoldering conflict with Russian- 
backed separatists in its eastern prov-
inces, and its state institutions have 
been almost entirely captured by com-
peting oligarchs. Corruption pervades 
almost every level of government. 
Outside Kyiv’s metro stations, elderly 
women in head scarves and bedrag-
gled war veterans beg for change, 
while nearby the streets are lined with 
luxury shops and petty gangsters run 
red lights in black SUVs without fear 
of rebuke. Millions have emigrated to 
Poland or Russia for work. The capital Aris Roussinos lives in Kent, England.

Opposite page: Andriy Biletsky (center) marches with Azov members in Kyiv  
on Ukraine’s Independence Day, August 24, 2019 (detail) © Maxim Dondyuk
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has the uncanny feel, at times, of a 
postmodern Weimar, where Instagram 
influencers brunch in cafés tricked out 
in the international hipster style op-
posite billboards adorned with the 
faces of Ukraine’s martyrs in the war 
against Russia.

But perhaps Ukraine’s clearest de-
parture from the standard model of 
European liberalism is its proliferation 
of armed far-right factions, considered 
by analysts and ordinary Ukrainians 
alike to be the secretly funded private 
armies of the elite oligarch class. 
They fought in the trenches outside 
Donetsk and now patrol city streets, 
enforcing a particular vision of order 
with the blessing of overstretched and 
underfunded police departments. In 
some regions, they serve as official 
election monitors.

Recruitment posters for these mili-
tias can be found across Kyiv, calling 
on disenchanted veterans and disaf-
fected youths to join them in their 
mission to remake the world by crush-
ing liberalism. To their supporters, 
these groups are enforcers of the popu-
lar will, defenders of the nation against 
Russian encroachment from the East 
and liberal values from the West. To 
others, especially Ukraine’s Western-
funded  NGOs, increasingly isolated 
outposts of liberal order, they pose a 
serious and growing challenge to 
Ukraine’s social harmony, and, ulti-
mately, to the state itself.

The most powerful and ambitious 
of these militias is Azov. Like many of 
the country’s armed far-right groups, 
it was founded during the 2014 revo-
lution, when the Moscow-friendly au-
tocrat Viktor Yanukovych was ousted 
in bloody clashes around Kyiv’s cen-
tral square, Maidan Nezalezhnosti. 
More than one hundred protesters 
were killed in the city, mostly by 
snipers from the elite Berkut police 
force, before Yanukovych was over-
thrown and forced to flee to Russia. 
Amid the chaos, former members of 
Patriot of Ukraine, a neo-Nazi para-
military group, established Azov. 
The militia first fought in the capi-
tal, then aided the military in battles 
against Russian- backed separatist 
forces, including the reconquest of 
the city of Mariupol. In November 
2014, Azov was officially integrated 
into the National Guard of Ukraine, 

with its own armored units and artil-
lery battery. Since then, it has built a 
wide-ranging infrastructure of civil 
and military groups—including the 
National Militia, an auxiliary police 
force—and spawned a variety of sum-
mer camps, training centers, and vet-
erans’ programs. In 2016, Biletsky 
launched the National Corps. While 
they have thus far polled at around 
1  percent, their failure to generate 
electoral enthusiasm belies their 
growing presence both on the streets 
and within the organs of the state.

This spring, as the novel coronavi-
rus triggered an economic crisis across 
Europe, Azov capitalized on the un-
certainty by pumping out a stream of 

social-media propaganda that high-
lighted its humanitarian efforts tar-
geting poor Ukrainians. Azov press 
releases showed masked volunteers 
disinfecting trams and common 
spaces in apartment buildings, hand-
ing out packages of food to families 
and retirees under quarantine, and 
delivering surgical masks to under-
funded clinics and hospitals in ne-
glected provincial towns. “During this 
time, our Volunteers already know 
better than social services who really 
needs help,” claimed one post. 

Volunteers are not shown on TV 
channels, but activists do their job ev-
ery day. We help those who really 
need it. Who needed it before quaran-

Top: Belongings salvaged from a building destroyed by shelling in Donetsk, Ukraine, July 
2014 © Anastasia Vlasova. Bottom: Azov members and supporters at the Young Flame 

Festival, organized by the National Corps, outside Kyiv, August 2019 © Maxim Dondyuk
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tine, and became even more vulnera-
ble during quarantine. 

National Corps members repaired 
crumbling orphanages, sewed face 
masks, and plastered walls with advice 
on hygiene and social distancing— 
making a show of performing basic ser-
vices the Ukrainian state was failing 
to provide. At the bottom of each 
press release was a phone number and 
the exhortation join us! together we 
will overcome all difficulties!

Ukraine’s complex ecosystem of 
far-right militias and activist 
groups is populated by many 

other organizations that, while less in-

fluential than Azov, still play a major 
role in public life. A variety of them— 
including Tradition and Order, Kate-
chon, Freikorps, Sokil, and Karpatska 
Sich— appear at demonstrations with 
Azov, though their branding differs. 
Some are more overtly Christian in 
their imagery; some tend toward neo-
paganism; others are more openly fas-
cist. The groups promote one another’s 
posts on social media, especially on the 
Telegram channels used for organizing, 
indicating that some share members 
with Azov and thus may act as front 
organizations for deniable activity, ac-
cording to Oksana Pokalchuk, the di-
rector of Amnesty International 
Ukraine. More often than not, how-

ever, the groups are committed rivals, 
competing for the largesse of the Ukrai-
nian state and primacy in the country’s 
increasingly heated street politics.

Shortly before Biletsky opted to 
cancel our interview, I sat in a bright, 
whitewashed- brick café in a gentrify-
ing district of Kyiv with Julian Kondur, 
a young Roma activist. The previous 
year, he told me, the city’s Roma pop-
ulation had been the victims of what 
he called a “pogrom” at the hands of 
C14, one of Azov’s smaller far-right com-
petitors. In April 2018, C14 members 
burned down a Roma encampment in 
Kyiv’s Lysa Hora park. Kondur’s Roma- 
rights organization had asked the po-
lice for protection, but according to 
Kondur, officers turned a blind eye 
when C14 returned the next morning 
to attack the remaining Roma with 
pepper spray. (The Kyiv police claim 
they were unaware that the second 
attack was taking place.) The militia 
published photographs on its Face-
book page glorifying the camp’s de-
struction. “These groups don’t fight at 
war, they fight here,” Kondur told me. 
“To prove that they are also heroes 
they find an easy target. And Roma 
were the easy target.”

I arranged to meet Evgen Karas, 
C14’s leader, in one of its offices— a 
windowless stone cellar near the Arse-
nalna metro station. It comprised a 
cramped office and kitchen area, as 
well as a hall where C14’s government- 
funded NGO hosts lectures and work-
shops for the capital’s youth. Karas, his 
head shaved, arrived half an hour late, 
locked in conversation with a few 
young women. Dressed sharply but ca-
sually, like the CEO of a tech startup, 
he settled into the chair opposite me, 
next to a giant flatscreen television 
that had been playing Ukrainian mu-
sic videos. Karas spoke in a rapid, 
stream-of- consciousness style, defend-
ing the valuable role his group played 
in policing Kyiv, and then expounding 
a bizarre, unproven claim that Kyiv’s 
police force was engaged in a massive 
plot to murder elderly and vulnerable 
people living alone in the city center, 
bury them in secret graves, and steal 
their apartments.

When I asked Karas about the Lysa 
Hora incident, he claimed that the 
Roma burned down their own en-
campment, though he admitted that 

Top: Riot police in Maidan Nezalezhnosti, February 2014 © Maxim Dondyuk 
Bottom: A fifteen-year-old girl at a youth camp operated by Azov, July 2017 © Alex Masi
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posting photographs of the burning 
tents on Facebook was probably a mis-
step. He insisted that C14’s role was 
something akin to Batman’s in Go-
tham City: ensuring justice for a des-
perate, neglected populace.

Karas gave an account of what he 
described as a typical scenario: First, 
one of the few good cops, hamstrung 
by the corruption of his superiors and 
the legal system, calls him asking for 
help closing down an illegal bar selling 
alcohol to children, or chasing drug 
dealers off the streets. Then C14’s foot 
soldiers arrest the culprits, handing 
them over to the police and sitting in 
on the resulting trials in a blaze of 
publicity that, Karas assured me, had 
brought positive results. His men, he 
told me, clamp down on petty crime 
and antisocial behavior—things that 
the country’s police are incapable of 
controlling. “General crime, like rob-
bers, thieves, people who have stolen 
cars or who are drunk driving, or 
someone who raped his wife—very 
often we can do it because we have 
many on patrol,” he said. He noted 
that many C14 members also belong 
to the Municipal Guard, an auxiliary 
police militia created by Kyiv’s mayor, 
the three-time world champion heavy-
weight boxer Vitali Klitschko. With 
six hundred members, many of them 
military veterans or C14 fighters from 
the front lines, the Municipal Guard 
took part in the Lysa Hora incident 
alongside C14 and was responsible for 
enforcing Kyiv’s quarantine measures 
last year.

According to Karas, C14’s effective-
ness at maintaining order had trans-
lated into some success at the ballot 
box, at least at the local level, where 
several members have won elected 
office. Karas himself serves as a mem-
ber of the Civil Oversight Council at 
the National Anti-Corruption Bureau. 
“I was elected,” he emphasized, making 
a pointed distinction between his group 
and Azov, whose success he claims is 
unfairly derived from the patronage of 
the country’s interior minister, the 
powerful oligarch Ar sen Avakov. 
Karas acknowledged a rumor linking 
his organization to the director of the 
country’s Security Service, but dis-
missed it as hearsay. All C14 receives 
from the state, he said, is funding from 
the Ministry for Veteran Affairs for 

rehabilitating soldiers, plus some 
money from the Ministry of Culture 
for education, and resources for train-
ing journalists in “how to deal with 
and resist Russian propaganda.” For 
Karas, the problem isn’t that far-right 
groups are getting government fund-
ing but that Azov dominates the 
scene, hoovering up patronage and 
outcompeting smaller rivals.

On a side street near Maidan 
Nezalezhnosti, just a few 
steps from Kyiv’s showpiece 

 McDonald’s, is Cossack House, one of 
Azov’s administrative centers. Before 
the revolution, Cossack House pro-
vided lodging for military personnel, 

but when the fighting in the square 
began, Azov took control, transform-
ing the building into a recruiting cen-
ter, field hospital, and morgue. They 
now rent the building from the Minis-
try of Defense. Behind steel double 
doors, Cossack House is home to a free 
gym for potential recruits, as well as 
offices, lecture halls, and a film club. 
The building’s gray neoclassical corri-
dors display shrines to the group’s mar-
tyred dead, as well as glossy leaflets 
promoting their summer camps, funded 
by the Ministry of Culture, at which 
children receive patriotic education 
and weapons training.

I had ventured to Cossack House 
to meet with Ihor Mikhailenko, the 

Top: Azov fighters in Kyiv, August 2019 © Maxim Dondyuk. Bottom: A recruit from the Ukrainian 
Volunteer Corps at a training camp near Donetsk, March 2015 © Caimi & Piccinni/Redux
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commander of Kyiv’s National Militia, 
who, like many senior Azov figures, is 
a former member of the neo-Nazi Pa-
triot of Ukraine movement. Although 
Azov does not formally subscribe to 
National Socialism, members are 
known to tattoo themselves with 
Nazi imagery and fly the swastika flag 
over their fortifications in the east, in 
what is either a genuine display of 
ideological loyalty, an effort to troll 
their Russian enemies, or both. 
Ukraine’s bloody twentieth- century 
history creates a certain confusion, as 
so many symbols of Ukrainian na-
tionalism and the struggle for inde-
pendence against the Soviet Union 
are inextricably linked to those who 

collaborated with the invading Nazi 
forces against Stalin, a moral and 
political ambiguity that groups such 
as Azov exploit to the furthest possi-
ble limit. Azov’s official logo combines 
the Wolfsangel rune of the “Das 
Reich” division of the Waffen-SS with 
the Black Sun symbol, first employed 
by SS commander Heinrich Himmler 
at Wewelsburg Castle in Germany. 
The group’s slick propaganda videos 
feature young recruits with shaved 
heads and beards marching in torchlit 
neo-pagan ceremonies behind a Black 
Sun shield—imagery as inspiring to 
disaffected young Ukrainian men as 
it is discomfiting to the country’s 
Western backers.

Buzzed into Cossack House by the 
gatekeeper manning its  CCTV cam-
eras, I climbed a curving tsarist-era 
staircase into an empty lecture room, 
where school desks and chairs stood 
stacked against the walls, to wait for 
Mikhailenko. He arrived flanked by a 
burly retinue, and exuded an air of 
barely restrained impatience at being 
interviewed. “We don’t have a definite 
field of activity,” he said of the Na-
tional Militia’s policing role. “We are 
engaged in a very large range of preven-
tive acts of law enforcement in the 
community, as civilians who are help-
ing law enforcement agencies on a vol-
untary basis.” Mikhailenko had played 
a central role in Azov’s formation as a 
combat unit, he told me, and he viewed 
the regiment as his child. “Then I 
switched to civilian life and saw the 
problems there,” he said. “I realized that 
it was necessary to act somehow, to 
change the order on the streets.”

Human- rights groups allege that the 
National Militia’s public presence is 
expressly designed to discourage lib-
eral protest and intimidate civil soci-
ety, charges Mikhailenko denies. 
“There are no cases where we have put 
pressure on activists, or any other kind 
of illegal activity,” he told me. “We are 
not involved in illicit activities, and all 
our actions stem from the legislation 
of Ukraine, in accordance with the 
law.” He claims the National Militia is 
a solution to the failings of the state—
particularly the under- recruitment of 
police—which has led to rising crime 
rates, creating in some areas of Ukrai-
nian cities an anarchic atmosphere of 
impunity, in which drug dealers dom-
inate housing projects and rival gangs 
engage in shootouts for control of their 
business enterprises. “The attitude of 
bystanders to our activities is quite 
positive,” he said. “They say that we 
need more like this.”

E lsewhere in Cossack House, 
Azov presented a more rarefied 
image. At Plomin, Azov’s liter-

ary salon and publishing outfit, college-
aged volunteers, mostly philosophy and 
literature students in wire-frame glasses 
and intellectual-chic dress, bustled at 
their desks. On the walls were posters 
of the intellectual heroes of esoteric 
fascism and Germany’s interwar Con-
servative Revolution: Yukio Mishima, 

Top: Far-right activists at a march in Kyiv to mark the birthday of Stepan Bandera, a hero of the 
Ukrainian ultranationalist movement © Pavlo Gonchar/SOPA Images/LightRocket/Getty Images 
Bottom: Azov recruits at basic training in Mariupol, Ukraine, August 2019 © Maxim Dondyuk
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Carl Schmitt, Ernst Jünger, Oswald 
Spengler, Julius Evola. It’s a pantheon of 
radical critics of liberal democracy who 
have gained popularity online among 
members of the “alt-right,” as well as 
Europe’s radically conservative publish-
ing houses and think tanks, all seeking 
to take advantage of liberalism’s exis-
tential crisis. But while France, Ger-
many, and Italy might have comparable 
institutions, theirs are not backed by 
armed brigades. Ukraine’s uniquely 
permissive political environment has 
seen far- right thinkers from across the 
Western world come to Plomin and 
Reconquista—  a now-defunct lecture 
hall, restaurant, and mixed- martial- arts 
fighting club owned by a prominent 
Azov member—to give speeches laud-
ing the group as an inspiration.

In an October 2018 appearance at 
Reconquista, since uploaded to 
 YouTube, the American white nation-
alist Greg Johnson praises Azov, not-
ing that “what’s happening in Ukraine 
is a model and an inspiration for na-
tionalists in all white nations.” When 
I mentioned this to Serhiy Zayikovskii, 
an artfully disheveled twenty-four-
year-old Plomin activist in a death in 
june T-shirt, he shrugged. “For us, the 
works of Greg Johnson look silly and 
very strange, because we don’t under-
stand, you know, why they are doing 
so much to produce all these things 
about the ethnostate and so on.” On 
the right as well as on the left, many 
Ukrainians find the American obses-
sion with race baffling. Instead, Plo-
min sees itself as a harbinger of a 
broader, nobler intellectual and spiri-
tual battle against the liberal ethos 
they believe has brought European 
civilization to its knees. “We are not 
interested in race war and so on,” said 
Yulia Fedosiuk, a twenty-six-year-old 
Plomin staffer whose husband was 
away fighting for Azov against the 
Russians, and whose dramatically pho-
togenic features have made her the 
centerpiece of Plomin’s social- media 
output. “We use the example of the 
Codreanu movement,” she explained, 
referring to the fascist Romanian leader 
of the interwar period. “They created 
this great movement with social initia-
tives: they built houses, hospitals—they 
did what the people needed.”

The Maidan revolution had made 
Azov members, along with many other 

far-right activists in Ukraine, believe 
that another Europe was within reach. 
“What I think is that most of the 
people who took part in the Maidan 
actions, they were nationalists,” said 
Fedosiuk. “I haven’t seen liberals there. 
Maybe they danced and sang songs, 
but they didn’t take part in radical ac-
tions.” Anna Klokhun, a twenty-three-
year-old staffer with blond braids, 
agreed. “Maybe Maidan was a time 
when all of us could feel that we can 
create history and our ideas could in-
fluence the world for now. And that 
was the moment when we felt the 
power and believed that we can make 
some of our ideas real.”

Tasked with converting these ideas 
into reality is Olena Semenyaka, the 
thirty-one-year-old international sec-
retary of Azov and the group’s diplo-
matic representative to other radical 
right-wing and fascist groups across the 
continent. A 2014 photograph of Se-
menyaka giving a Nazi salute while 
holding a Hitler Youth flag is fre-
quently shared by Russian state media 
in the ongoing propaganda war be-
tween the two countries, but at Cossack 
House her demeanor was significantly 
less confrontational. In her office— 
adorned with a poster commemorating 
the French Identitarian Dominique 
Venner, who shot himself in Notre- 
Dame to protest the legalization of 
same-sex marriage— Semenyaka out-
lined a vision of Ukraine at the center 
of an Intermarium, a political union of 
conservative Central European coun-
tries. The idea, which originated in 
Poland following World War I, could 
lead to a “pan-Europe,” she said, “which 
could defend its sovereignty and eth-
nocultural values under the conditions 
of the growing influence of superpow-
ers, like Russia, and also the growing 
West, as well as the development of 
aggressive globalization trends.”

While she claimed that her at-
tempts to forge military and diplo-
matic links with Poland and the Baltic 
countries have met with some success, 
her outreach efforts to far-right move-
ments in Western Europe have largely 
faltered, as many of those groups sup-
port Vladimir Putin’s Russia, the con-
tinent’s dominant pole of opposition 
to liberal democracy. She has also 
failed to make meaningful connec-
tions at the Pentagon. The U.S. State 

Department has referred to Azov as a 
hate group, a development she blames 
on Russian sympathizers within the 
American media and what she felt 
was an unfair focus on the group’s use 
of Nazi symbolism. As a direct result of 
these reports of Nazi links, U.S. mili-
tary assistance to Azov was banned in 
2018. “Obviously now t will be hard to 
directly incorporate with the defense 
structures of the U.S.,” she told me, 
“but we are still looking for such op-
portunities. Definitely both countries 
would benefit from it.”

Despite Semenyaka’s travels across 
Europe and appearances at conferences 
of like-minded groups, Azov remains a 
major player only in Ukraine, and 
there only with the indulgence of the 
state, whose patronage Semenyaka 
treats as proof of the group’s respect-
ability. For this reason, she was careful 
not to characterize Azov as a revolu-
tionary movement. “We have some 
revolutionary trends, we are ready for 
different scenarios,” she said. Azov 
fighters played a central role in the 
Maidan revolution, she reminded me, 
and the group would be ready to re-
kindle that revolution if the country’s 
president, Volodymyr Zelensky, be-
came “a puppet of the Kremlin.” “We 
are also ready to defend our integrity 
in the streets,” she added. “In this as-
pect the national revolution scenario 
can repeat.”

Not long after my visit to Cos-
sack House, I took a creaking 
Soviet-era overnight train to 

Uzhgorod, a sleepy border town of low 
Hapsburg-era buildings nestled at the 
foot of the Carpathian Mountains. 
When I arrived, the city’s crumbling 
walls and overpasses were plastered 
with images of Kalashnikov rifles, the 
Celtic cross logo of white nationalism, 
and the message  ks88, code for “Kar-
patska Sich Heil Hitler.”

Karpatska Sich is a militia based in 
the far west of Ukraine. I had seen its 
promotional materials on a government- 
funded placard outside a large depart-
ment store on Kyiv’s main shopping 
street. The posters celebrated the mi-
litia’s role fighting Russian- backed 
separatists, comparing it to the Ukrai-
nian militias that had fought for the 
nation’s independence in the early 
twentieth century. The group’s online 
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ing women, selling drugs, or drunk 
driving—and to reassure the locals 
that this foreign presence was being 
monitored. Patrolling alongside Kar-
patska Sich, Azov’s National Militia 
ensures that the streets are kept safe 
for Ukrainians, she explained. “Here 
in the Carpathian region we have lots 
of problems with Hungarians, Gyp-
sies, with students from India and 
Pakistan,” she said. “One month ago 
there was a knife battle between 
them, and they harass Ukrainian 
girls. No one cares about these prob-
lems, so someone has to do something 
about it.”

I asked Didych why the Ukrainian 
state, unlike other European govern-
ments, was so willing to cooperate with 
extremist groups like Azov and Kar-
patska Sich. Part of the reason, he 
explained, is that the government viv-
idly remembers the recent revolution, 
and fears being toppled by a similar 
uprising. But it’s also the simple fact 
that the oligarchs who run Ukraine are 
too busy with their tangled business 
interests to concern themselves much 
with the tiresome work of politics, al-
lowing the far-right to fill the void. 
“Perhaps one day they’ll notice we 
have too much freedom,” he said, 
laughing, “because really, we have 
more democracy than all the rest of 
Europe put together.” To Didych, 
Ukraine’s hospitable environment for 
far-right street politics presented a wel-
come contrast to the marginalized 
status of far-right factions in Western 
Europe and the United States. “If right-
wing movements in Europe are out of 
moves because they are referred to al-
most as terrorist organizations, then 
here we all really understand that 
right-wing movements are not a threat 
to the state,” he said. “Instead, it is the 
opposite. They are the engine that 
moves the state forward.”

As the march began, I approached 
a few Karpatska Sich members, some 
wearing ski masks, others with shaved 
heads, long beards, and black hood-
ies emblazoned with the Black Sun. 
It became clear that they had known 
I would be attending and, somehow, 
that I was of Greek descent. They 
ordered to me to fuck off, immedi-
ately, for my own good. The police 
shrugged, and I took the first train 
back to Kyiv. 

propaganda, which features acolytes in 
ski masks and promises assault- weapons 
training in the region’s forested moun-
tains, more closely resembles images 
from jihadi- run northern Syria than 
anything in European politics.

In Uzhgorod, Karpatska Sich had 
just finished hosting a conference for 
extreme-right organizations from across 
Eastern and Central Europe. It took 
place in a medieval castle, perched on 
a rocky crag overlooking the town. 
Now the groups were preparing for a 
march through the streets. Neo-Nazi 
and fascist groups from Poland, Ser-
bia, Hungary, Finland, and Russia were 
all represented, their banners display-
ing eagles and crossed swords. Masked 
activists held a sign proclaiming eu-
rope is for us, or for no one.

I watched the proceedings from 
the parking lot of a dingy hotel in the 
town’s main square, along with a 
handful of police officers and Azov’s 
local representatives. These were Sa-
manta Stoilkovic, a cheerful woman 
who claimed to be a political refugee 
from Serbia, and Mikhail Didych, a 
half-sober fifty-year-old businessman 
and local organizer for Azov dressed 
in the business-casual uniform of the 
petty provincial oligarch.

Didych told me that he didn’t an-
ticipate any trouble at the march as 
long as the boys avoided the “green 
snake”—alcohol. After one far-right 
event a few years earlier, he told me, 
laughing, some of the attendees got 
drunk and began shouting “unneces-
sarily provocative slogans: ‘Magyars to 
the knife,’ stuff like that.” Still, he 
was confident the event would pass 
peacefully, despite the minimal police 
presence. Normally, Azov’s own Na-
tional Militia officers would be patrol-
ling alongside the police. But with no 
risk of antifascist interference that 
day, Didych explained, their services 
were not required.

“There is no other side,” he said. 
“There is no one to resist. [Antifas-
cists] will shake their fists on Facebook 
tomorrow, but they have neither the 
courage nor resources for direct con-
frontation.” Stoilkovic told me that 
the role of Azov’s National Militia in 
Uzhgorod was mainly to discipline the 
immigrant populations of Indian stu-
dents and Arab kebab- shop workers in 
town— to prevent them from harass-
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LITTLE MUSIC
By Ishion Hutchinson
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What a lot of little music can do? 
The blind farmer Daylights in his cabbage
row, going crouched down between leafy skulls, 

knows. He rises indifferent, far-gazing
as a fine haze disfigures the mountain. 
A lot of little music can do that.

Aunt May opens her oven and Egypt 
comes to town. She closes it, and sorrow
fills the coves, for she refuses to sing

“O Jerusalem,” but would rather say,
“Justice and devotion are my riches,”
which her grandson says to the ixoras,

naturally, stroking their small bonfires. 
Madmen proliferate in the town square. 
They speak to themselves a shattered, civil 

constitution, more music than music,
cracked parchment voices like high-tensile fencing
around the courthouse. Wandering mummies, 

they had foreseen the past; screech owls and ruins,
tourist-only beaches, local natives, 
leaving no footprints on the sands of time. 

Ishion Hutchinson was born in Port Antonio, Jamaica. His most recent article for Harper’s Magazine,  
“Dreams of Stone,” appeared in the April 2020 issue.
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That is what a lot of little music does. 
Rosemary, self-wounding Rose, stabs Boy Blue
for dreaming of frost and the iron bird; 

Boy Blue stabs Rose back and marries her twin. 
All things considered, he is not a dog. 
All things not considered, he is a dog. 

Ashurbanipal, stammering from yard
to yard, with vials of ointment and powder
to cure body-come-down-ness and bad mind,

himself a market of frothing spirits,
the seventh angel, for whom there is no cure. 
Night Hawk, through his burden of wisteria,

eyes caution signs outside Roofnight Club, warns,
“The microchip in Revelation thirteen,
verse sixteen, will be grafted in all flesh.

I dreadlocks in moonlight shall not wither
like baldheads at sunrise in Midian.” 
Night Hawk meteors away. The rest hides in smoke. 

Sunday’s baked quiet. It is done so soft. 
Like rain on the moon, like curtains parting,
and the moon is there, or else the sun is

there, full of a lot of little music 
that is the sea, there, always, amethyst
and slightly drunk, like the fishmen onshore,

who, in near silence, look across the bay
at the swamp heavy with scarlet ibises,
where, alone, Cre-Cre lives, a king, having 

fastened to his head a barbwire crown.
He lifts his conch horn and blows out the stars. 
It can be vicious and it is vicious 

to make such renunciation, such rough 
music, a lot of it disposable, 
yet none dispensable, rocking every night.
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R E P O R T

THE GATE OF 
HEAVEN IS  

EVERYWHERE
Among the contemplatives

By Fred Bahnson

A ll happy religious families 
are alike; each unhappy reli-
gious family is unhappy in 

its own way. 
The family of American Christian-

ity has been unhappy for quite some 
time, so much so that it’s hard for many 
of us to imagine that it could be other-
wise. The past four years have brought 
these feuds into the open. For Catho-
lics, there is the glaring pedophilia 
scandal. For evangelicals, there is dis-
agreement over church leaders’ alliance 
with power, their unwavering fealty, 
since 2016, to the crotch- grabbing Ca-
ligula of Mar- a- Lago, whose every abuse 
of office made them double down on 
their support. 

For mainline Protestants like me, the 
discontent has been less visible. De-
nominational squabbles over human 
sexuality have made headlines, but 
across every denomination a certain 
lassitude pervades, a general lukewarm-

ness that makes it feel as though Prot-
estantism has run its course. When 
the five hundredth anniversary of the 
Reformation rolled around in 2017, a 
few academics published monographs 
on Luther, and a commemorative 
study Bible appeared, but with church 
membership declining in every main-
line denomination, Protestant circles 
shrugged. We knew there wasn’t much 
to crow about. What was it, exactly, we 
were still protesting? 

Outwardly, it might look as if the 
family dynasty is on the wane, a de-
cline that deepens with every new 
Pew study. What of the alternatives? 
A growing number of people are sim-
ply leaving the Christian household 
altogether, becoming Spiritual But 
Not Religious. Among some conser-
vatives, there is talk of “strategic 
withdrawal” into tiny neighborhood 
enclaves. In The Benedict Option, Rod 
Dreher asserts 

that serious Christian conservatives 
could no longer live business- as- usual 

Fred Bahnson’s most recent article for Harper’s 
Magazine, “The Priest in the Trees,” appeared 
in the December 2016 issue.

Illustrations by Patrik Svensson
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lives in America, that we have to de-
velop creative, communal solutions to 
help us hold on to our faith and our 
values in a world growing ever more 
hostile to them.

Dreher laments “the breakdown of 
the natural family, the loss of tradi-
tional moral values, and the fragment-
ing of communities,” which he blames 
on “the flood of secularism.” But the 
Ben Op, as Dreher calls it, feels a lot 
like old culture- war stuff repackaged 
with a catchy title; what Dreher really 
means by “our values” is protecting the 
Christian family from “the LGBT 
agenda.” By accepting gay marriage, 
his argument goes, the church has 
failed. “I have written The Benedict 
Option to wake up the church  . . . 
while there is still time,” he warns.

Meanwhile, those on the Christian 
left are also digging in politically. 
The primacy of race- class- gender (in 
the world of progressive theological 
education it’s often said breath-
lessly, as one word) as an interpre-
tive grid, the focus on political 
advocacy, the intense energy directed 
toward voter registration or climate 
justice or affordable housing— all of 
this can make it feel as if progressive 
churches have become religious ver-
sions of  MoveOn. The drive to stay 
politically relevant makes it hard to 
talk about prayer or salvation or Jesus, 
unless it’s a prayer that everybody at a 
rally can get behind, a salvation that 
exists in this world, or a Jesus who is 
just a political rabble- rouser. If conser-
vatives like Dreher fear assimilation, 
progressives fear being too Christian. 
Having grown up in one camp (conser-
vative), I long ago threw in my lot with 
the other (progressive), but my point 
here is not to promote camps or criti-
cize platforms. It is precisely to say that 
religious life, to its detriment, has been 
reduced to a platform. 

Like the Kardashians, the American 
Christian family has become obsessed 
with its own profile. It has become 
faith as public spectacle, faith as po-
litical engagement, as party affiliation, 
as reputation— anything but faith as 
paradox, as mystery, as the hidden and 
seductive dance between spiritual de-
sire and satiation, the prolonging of a 
hunger so alarmingly vast and yet so 
subtle that it disappears the moment 
it’s made public. 

In early monastic Christianity, that 
hunger was acknowledged and chan-
neled, given shape and form and ex-
pression. It went by different names— 
contemplatio (silent prayer) or hesychia 
(stillness)— which led first to an inner 
union with Christ, and then to a deep 
engagement with the suffering of the 
world. The order was important. In 
John Cassian’s Conferences, a fifth- 
century account of the early Christian 
monastic movement in the deserts of 
Egypt, a certain Abba Isaac describes 
how the monks modeled their prayer 
on Jesus’ practice of going up a moun-
tain alone to pray; those who wished 
to pray “must withdraw from all the 

worry and turbulence of the crowd.” 
In that state of spiritual yearning, 
God’s presence would become known. 
“He will be all that we are zealous for, 
all that we strive for,” Abba Isaac said. 
“He will be all that we think about, all 
our living, all that we talk about, our 
very breath.” 

What the early monks and the 
Christian mystics who followed 
sought was union— an intense expe-
rience of inwardness that is glaringly 
absent in what many of us get from 
American Christianity today. Per-
haps this absence is the real reason 
for the mass exodus from churches. 
Perhaps it is not Christianity that 
many followers are disappointed in, 
but Christendom.

While the mysteries of contem-
plative Christianity were 
once handed down by ema-

ciated anchorites in the Egyptian desert, 
the modern wisdom seeker might find 
himself, as I did, in the Albuquerque 
Convention Center, watching Richard 
Rohr speak on a Jumbotron. 

On the last Thursday in March 
2019, I arrived at the Universal 
Christ conference— an event coin-
ciding with the release of a book by 
Rohr with the same title— along 

with several thousand other people. 
Rohr, a Franciscan priest whose 
books consistently make the New 
York Times bestseller list and whose 
Daily Meditations newsletter has 
nearly half a million subscribers, be-
gan the conference by reading from 
the well- known “water from the 
rock” chapter in Exodus, the story in 
which Yahweh commands Moses to 
strike a rock with his staff, causing a 
spring to gush forth. 

“Sounds like paganism,” Rohr said. 
The crowd laughed. Water is the one 
element necessary for life, he contin-
ued, which is why baptism by water 
became Christianity’s initiation rite. 

“This is why we need to read scrip-
ture symbolically,” Rohr said. “Who 
cares if it happened on this or that 
day? Who cares? Read it as the un-
likely source of life and grace: water 
from a rock. Symbolic language is 
true on three or four or five levels, 
but we’re afraid of it.” 

Since Rohr founded the Center 
for Action and Contemplation in 

1987, his aim has been to revive the 
Christian contemplative tradition. For 
a growing number of Christendom’s 
defectors, his teachings have provided 
a bridge, even a destination. Through 
conferences, podcasts, dozens of 
books, a two- year curriculum called 
the Living School, and his newsletter, 
Rohr has become a leading voice for 
a growing population within Ameri-
can Christianity: those who were 
leaving the church not because they 
were done with Christianity, but be-
cause they were drawn to its more 
ancient, mystical expressions. In addi-
tion to the two thousand attendees 
from fifty states and fifteen countries, 
nearly three thousand more people 
from forty- two countries joined via 
webcast. I bought one of the last tick-
ets before the conference sold out. To 
his credit, Rohr is quick to say that 
whatever popularity he enjoys is not 
because of himself— “God deliber-
ately made me not so good- looking. 
I’m short and dumpy, a B student . . . 
and I don’t think I’m a saint”— but 
because he speaks on behalf of what 
he calls the perennial tradition, a lin-
eage rooted in Christianity but that 
he says is present in all faiths. 

The “all faiths” part of Rohr’s mes-
sage is sincere— he often concludes his 

THE CHRISTIAN MYSTICS SOUGHT 
AN INTENSE EXPERIENCE OF  

INWARDNESS GLARINGLY ABSENT 
IN AMERICAN CHRISTIANITY TODAY
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prayers with “in the name of Jesus and 
all the holy names of God”— yet he 
considers himself an orthodox, Cath-
olic Christian. Part of the delicate 
balance Rohr has achieved lies in 
maintaining his institutional creden-
tials. He told me proudly of a call 
from Cardinal Timothy Dolan de-
claring his new book free of doctrinal 
error— while not shying 
away from critiquing the 
church and its many fail-
ures. Throughout the 
conference, Rohr dished 
out a series of barbs aimed 
at Christian piety. 

“How did the church 
create so many Christians 
who don’t love the world?” 
he asked. “We’ve created 
fire- insurance people. 
They have an evacuation 
plan to the next world. 
They’re fear- based. Why 
do they have such little 
spiritual curiosity?” 

The message of the 
Gospels, Rohr later told 
me, “has been pretty 
much co- opted by em-
pire, by academia, and by 
a sort of elegant notion of 
priesthood that’s discon-
nected us from the earth 
beneath our feet.”

The problem is not 
just with Catholicism. 
Rohr’s core audience, in-
cluding many of the 
people I met that week-
end, consists of disaf-
fected Christians of all 
denominations who feel 
like outsiders, or perhaps fringe dwell-
ers, and are leery of the established 
church. Part of Rohr’s appeal is that he 
keeps one foot in orthodox Christian-
ity while also pushing the boundaries 
of the faith.

That first evening, Rohr read a 
passage from Genesis, the account of 
Jacob’s ladder. In the story, Jacob had 
left Beersheba and was on his way to 
Haran when he stopped to sleep. 
That night, Jacob dreamt of a ladder 
that reached heaven, with angels go-
ing up and down. When Yahweh ap-
peared in the dream and spoke to 
him, Jacob awoke and exclaimed, 
“How awe- inspiring this place is! 

This is nothing less than a house of 
God, this is the gate of heaven!” To 
mark the place, Jacob set up a stone 
monument and anointed it with oil. 

“Let’s start by anointing one thing,” 
Rohr told the crowd, inviting each 
table to pour oil on the rock in its 
center. My table watched him on the 
Jumbotron, then eyed our own rock, 

something like volcanic basalt, next 
to a dropper of olive oil.

“You have to be in awe and kneel 
and kiss the ground before one thing,” 
Rohr said, holding up his right index 
finger. “Then you can do that for ev-
erything. Jesus is the concrete, Christ 
is the universal. Wherever you want 
to kneel and kiss the ground, that is 
Christ for you.” 

O ver the next three days, the 
Universal Christ confer-
ence became what the or-

ganizers called “a pop- up spiritual 
community.” With Tibetan singing 
bowls and periods of communal si-

lence, a certain ceremonial ethos 
prevailed. I never warmed to the 
Jumbotron. Still, the gathering felt 
surprisingly intimate, even worship-
ful, less like a conference and more 
like, well, church. 

In addition to Rohr, the conference 
featured two other speakers: John 
Dominic Crossan, an elfin- voiced Irish 

New Testament scholar, 
and Reverend Jacqui Lew-
is, an African- American 
preacher from New York. 
Reverend Lewis gave a 
talk called “Where Is the 
Crucified Body of Christ 
Today?” She invoked 
Mother Earth and climate 
change, racism and white 
supremacy. “The crucified 
Body of Christ is in cages 
at the border,” she said. 

The majority of at-
tendees were white, but 
Rohr and the CAC say 
they are actively trying to 
diversify their audience, 
in part by recruiting more 
people of color as teach-
ers. Reverend Lewis is 
one. Another is Dr. Bar-
bara Holmes. Rohr quoted 
Holmes often that week-
end. Several weeks after 
the conference, I read her 
book Joy Unspeakable: 
Contemplative Practices of 
the Black Church, and I 
was particularly struck by 
her phrase “crisis con-
templation,” especially in 
the context of black reli-
gious experience. The 

contemplative experience, she writes, 
has always been part of African- 
American religious life, often hidden 
in plain sight. Holmes writes of the 
civil- rights movement, in which she 
was an active participant: “You can-
not face German shepherds and fire 
hoses with your own resources; there 
must be God and stillness at the very 
center of your being. Otherwise, you 
will spiral into the violence that 
threatens you.” 

I was seated at a table with Chris 
Hoke, the founder of Underground 
Ministries, a prisoner re entry project 
in Washington State. Over the years, 
Hoke had introduced contemplative 
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prayer to incarcerated men, including 
those in solitary confinement. Sitting 
next to Hoke was Ray Leonardini, a 
retired lawyer who now teaches 
trauma- informed contemplation to 
men at Folsom State Prison in Cali-
fornia. I asked Leonardini what drew 
him to contemplative practice. “The 
only spirituality that’s worth a damn 
is one that deals with our pain, our 
trauma,” he said. “The subconscious is 
where all the action is.”

Between sessions I strolled through 
the atrium. One of the welcome tables 
featured signs for affinity groups. can-
nabis users for christ stood next to 
sufi taoists for christ, and raised 
by an atheist (realized they were 
christ), and one that simply said ca-
nadian. Given the event’s outlier 
vibe, the sign for ordained roman 
catholic priests seemed the most 
incongruous, but this was after all the 
Universal— not the stingy, parochial— 
Christ conference, and it brought all 
types. Standing alone, as if none of 
the others wanted to associate with it, 
was a sign for trump supporters.

Talk of Trump was blessedly ab-
sent at the conference, though it 
seems the Donald had inadvertently 
boosted Rohr’s following. A number 
of evangelicals turned to Rohr’s 
teachings following the 2016 presi-
dential election, in which 81 percent 
of their fellow church goers had voted 
for Trump. My friend Hoke told me 
of his own vocational crisis follow-
ing the election. He grew up evan-
gelical, and though he’d long ago 
opted out of that tribe, his work as a 
prison chaplain in Washington’s 
Skagit Valley involved partnering 
with local churches, most of them 
evangelical or mainline Protestant. 
He remembers driving across Wash-
ington soon after the election, in the 
dead of winter, listening to a podcast 
debunking the myth of the nose-
holding voter. Evangelicals didn’t 
vote for Trump reluctantly, a study 
showed; they supported each promise 
of his campaign platform. Hoke was 
irate. “I thought, What the fuck am I 
doing working with these churches?” he 
told me. “I felt so betrayed. I don’t 
want to be the judge of anyone’s 
heart, but anthropologically speak-
ing, these peoples’ values were not 
recognizably Christian.”

After working through his initial 
anger, Hoke reconsidered. He real-
ized that he made allowance for 
guys in prison all the time. What if 
churches were just boxes of people, 
like prisons? he thought. Some people 
inside them might be connected with 
Jesus, others not. Hoke still had ac-
cess to these boxes of church peo-
ple, just as he had access to boxes 
of incarcerated men. Following that 
realization, Hoke began connecting 
parishioners and prisoners through 
letter writing and a shared contem-
plative practice. “Jesus called people 
out of both the temple and the 
tombs. He called both into his move-
ment,” Hoke told me. “That’s how 
I’ve come to understand the word 
‘church’ now: ekklesia, or public as-
sembly, might better be translated as 
‘movement.’ Maybe this very connect-
ing of religious folks and the most re-
pressed in society is my part in that 
movement: a larger spiritual reorga-
nizing of human relationships that 
breaks down walls between us and 
them, the inside and the outside, the 
living and the socially dead. That’s 
what Jesus is doing in every version of 
the Gospels: breaking down barriers. 
My contemplative journey is to open 
both boxes and discover that we’ve 
needed each other.”

Hoke’s idea of the church as 
movement was in some ways what 
the conference was about. Though 
initially it felt a bit fringe, my experi-
ence over the course of the weekend 
began to deepen. More than the ple-
nary sessions, I came to look forward 
to our times of contemplative prayer, 
when all two thousand of us would sit 
in silence for ten minutes. And not a 
polite silence. I mean the kind in 
which you sit long enough to become 
vulnerable, when you feel on the cusp 
of hearing something necessary that 
might otherwise pass you by. Rohr and 
Lewis led these sessions, sometimes 
solo, often together, and their gentle 
manner onstage set a tone that invited 
us to attend, if only for a few brief mo-
ments, to something quiet and ancient 
and true.

O n Monday, after the confer-
ence had ended, I spoke 
with Rohr in his book- lined 

adobe office at the CAC headquar-
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ters. He wore a full gray beard, a plaid 
shirt, and jeans. I found him avuncu-
lar and easygoing, if a bit worn out 
from the event. Over the weekend, 
I’d heard attendees use the words 
“mysticism” and “contemplation” in-
terchangeably. I was curious to hear 
Rohr describe the difference. 

“My definition for mysticism,” 
Rohr said, “is experiential knowledge 
of the Holy, the transcendent, the di-
vine, God— if you want to use that 
word, but I’m not tied to it.” Experi-
ential knowledge, which differs from 
textbook knowledge, “will always be 
spoken humbly, because true spiritual 
knowledge is always partial. You know 
you don’t know the whole mystery. 
But even one little peek into one lit-
tle corner of the mystery is more 
than enough.” 

Rohr’s experiential knowledge of 
the Holy came one summer evening 
at age ten. While visiting his cousin’s 
farm in western Kansas, he lay on a 
little patch of velvety grass hidden 
behind some chokecherry bushes. He 
was there alone, just looking up at 
the stars, when he felt the world 
open up. “It doesn’t sound very origi-
nal at all,” he said and laughed, “but 
I knew the world was good, that I 
was good, and that I somehow be-
longed to that good world. It was 
what the Buddhists would call wak-
ing up, overcoming your separate-
ness.” He had no words for it as a 
ten- year- old boy, but he credits 
the experience with giving him the 
psychic self- confidence that would 
later carry him through thirteen years 
of formation, the training in theology 
and philosophy required to become a 
Franciscan priest. 

One of Rohr’s main projects is to 
move his fellow Christians away from 
dualistic either- or thinking and point 
them toward a more expansive faith 
that he calls the contemplative 
mind, or as the early Christians called 
it, contemplatio.

Though one could cite the Gos-
pels, which report Jesus going fre-
quently up a mountain to pray alone, 
Rohr’s brief history of contemplatio 
starts among the fourth- century des-
ert fathers and mothers. Rohr can’t 
prove this, but he thinks the early 
monks began to speak of contemplatio 
instead of oratio— the word for spo-

ken prayer— because oratio had been 
co- opted by Constantine’s Christian 
empire. Prayer became “a formulaic 
repetition of telling God things or an-
nouncing to God your grandma was 
sick, which is nice, but even Jesus tells 
us, ‘Why do you tell God what God 
already knows?’ ”

“That sounds like the juswanna 
prayer,” I said. In my evangelical 
church growing up, I explained, the 
pastor would scrunch his eyes shut 
and say, “We juswanna thank you, 
Lord, we juswanna ask you,” a curious 
form of address that, even as a child, 
struck me less as an intimate connec-
tion with God than a kind of inane 
virtue signaling. Rohr gave a deep 
belly laugh and winced. “But it’s so 
sincere, isn’t it? God must be so pa-
tient to put up with that.”

As Rohr tells it, the contemplative 
mind went underground during the 
Protestant Reformation. It was still 
being taught in some monasteries as 
late as the fifteenth century, and in 
isolated places such as Spain there 
was “an explosion of contemplation” 
through the mystical writings of Te-
resa of Ávila and St.  John of the 
Cross. But then came Luther’s sola 
scriptura and Descartes’s cogito ergo 
sum, both of which placed the dualis-
tic, egoistic mind at the center. Guigo 
the Carthusian, a twelfth- century 
monk, spoke of three levels of prayer: 
oratio, or spoken prayer; meditatio, us-
ing the mind to reflect on a piece of 
scripture; and contemplatio, the word-
less prayer of the heart. This is the 
moment, Rohr explains, when “you 
shed the mind as the primary receiver 
station. You stop reflecting. You stop 
critiquing or analyzing. You let the 
moment be what it is, as it is, all that 
it is. That takes a lot of surrender.” 
After the Enlightenment and its Car-
tesian dualisms, the contemplative 
mind— “our unique access point to 
God,” as Rohr describes it— “was 
pretty well lost.” 

It was through the writings of 
Thomas Merton, Rohr believes, that 
the contemplative mind resurfaced. 
On the wall of Rohr’s office hangs a 
framed cover of Merton’s The Seven 
Storey Mountain, first published in 
1948, a story about a bohemian artist 
turned monk. When I later asked 
Rohr how he came by the first- edition 
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cover, he said, “I stole it.” In 1985, he 
spent a forty- day Lenten retreat at 
Merton’s hermitage. On the floor he 
noticed a dusty stack of books written 
by Merton, and he realized they were 
the author’s personal copies. “I said, 
‘Who’s going to care, nobody will 
even notice’— this is how I justified it 
at the time,” Rohr told me, and 
laughed. After ripping off the cover, 
he framed it in glass. On the back he 
wrote, “May God forgive me for this 
holy thievery.” The original hardcover 
edition sold six hundred thousand 
copies, helping to launch what Rohr 
sees as the beginning of the contem-
plative revival. Contemplation, for 
Merton, was not the esoteric practice 
of monks— it was part of the human 
inheritance. In New Seeds of Con-
templation, he described it as 

the highest expression of man’s intel-
lectual and spiritual life. It is that life 
itself, fully awake, fully active, fully 
aware that it is alive. It is spiritual 
wonder. It is spontaneous awe at the 
sacredness of life, of being.

So many of the mistakes in 
American Christianity, Rohr told me, 
are a result of dualistic thinking, 
which is “inherently antagonistic, in-
herently competitive. You’re forced 
within the first nanosecond to take 
sides. Republican- Democrat, black- 
white, gay- straight . . . go down the whole 
list of what’s tearing us apart— the du-
alistic mind always chooses sides.” He is 
sympathetic to those who disaffiliate 
from religion. But he still believes in 
faith’s power to instill awe, to bind and 
heal, to return us to ourselves, to God, 
and to one another. At the center of 
that return lies the contemplative mind.

I f religio arises from the human 
desire to re- ligament our fractured 
lives, then something was on offer 

at the Center for Action and Contem-
plation that people weren’t finding in 
church. I wanted to know what.

Michael Poffenberger, CAC’s exec-
utive director, described the growing 
interest in the group’s work: “The 
same kind of spiritual hunger and de-
sire to belong to a community that 
drove previous generations’ religious 
development— that still very much ex-
ists,” he said. We’ve reached what he 
calls “peak cynicism” about institu-

tional faith. “But it’s also peak search-
ing for something else— something 
that can be a healthier container to 
hold our longing for the transcendent. 
It’s searching for the path of transfor-
mation and service, but without the 
no- longer- viable parochial attitudes 
of past generations.” 

At age thirty- seven, Poffenberger 
brings a certain youthful energy to 
the role. He also brings a political 
savvy honed during ten years working 
for Resolve, an advocacy group that 
helps former child soldiers in Africa. 
He’s now trying to think strategically 
about how the CAC can serve a 
movement. People looking for con-
templative spirituality outside tradi-
tional religious structures can join the 

Spiritual But Not Religious demo-
graphic, or take up mindfulness medi-
tation, or explore Buddhism, but 
there are no clear on- ramps for con-
templative Christianity. 

“We’re in the first generation of 
trying to unpack and make accessible 
the contemplative dimensions of 
Christianity,” Poffenberger told me, 
“but we’re two generations behind 
the Buddhists, who brought their 
wisdom to America from the East. 
Buddhism is spirituality that actually 
works. It supports those mechanisms 
that actually change the chemistry of 
the brain and lead to a transformed 
embodiment in the world, as neuro-
science is starting to show.” Rohr and 
Poffenberger hope to convince Chris-
tians that they don’t have to leave 
Christianity to find contemplative 
depth; it has been part of the tradi-
tion all along.

In the months following the con-
ference, I was reminded of just 
how far American Christianity 

has strayed from anything close to a 
focus on interiority, which is perhaps 
why Rohr’s work has attracted so many 
of those leaving Christendom. 

I count myself among the defectors. 
Though I grew up as a missionary kid, 
have a master’s degree in theology, 
and teach at a prominent divinity 
school, I have more or less stopped 
going to church. The pandemic has 
provided an easy out, of course. Since 
March, it hasn’t been possible to at-
tend church if I wanted to. But I find 
myself not wanting to go back, at 
least not to church as I’ve known it: 
an institution weighed down by a 
thousand cultural accretions. The 
parish subcommittees. The lackluster 
preaching that hinges on lame sports 
metaphors. The insufferable bland-
ness. None of it seemed to be lead-
ing me any closer to what I really 
craved. Which was what? That was 

harder to name.
In describing qualities of certain 

saints, William James, in The Vari-
eties of Religious Experience, articu-
lates my list of hungers: “Religious 
rapture, moral enthusiasm, onto-
logical wonder, cosmic emotion.” 
He explains that “all [are] unifying 
states of mind, in which the sand 
and grit of the selfhood incline to 

disappear, and tenderness to rule.” 
Those unifying states of mind spoke 
to me, though I had no interest in los-
ing my sand and grit; from my reading 
of the Christian mystics, contempla-
tive prayer gives one more grit, not 
less. One of the mystics I loved read-
ing was the seventh- century hermit 
St. Isaac of Syria, who was an inspira-
tion for Dostoevsky’s Father Zosima, 
and who wrote this: 

If you love the truth, love silence; it 
will make you illumined in God like 
the sun, and will deliver you from the 
illusions of ignorance. Silence unites 
you to God Himself.

And this: “Let the scale of mercy 
always be preponderant within you, 
until you perceive in yourself that 
mercy which God has for the world.”

I was also reading Cassian’s Con-
ferences and considering the author’s 
role as chronicler of the early Chris-
tian monastic movement in Egypt, a 
kind of fifth- century immersion 
journalist of the soul. Cassian de-
scribes Christian life as a journey to-
ward puritas cordis: purity of heart. If 
that is the destination, the vehicle is 
silent prayer. 

SO MANY OF THE MISTAKES  
IN AMERICAN CHRISTIANITY,  
ROHR TOLD ME, ARE A RESULT  

OF DUALISTIC THINKING
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Ontological wonder, tenderness, 
puritas cordis, pondering scales of 
mercy: these seemed like activities 
worthy of my meager efforts, and I 
felt a similar hunger for those things 
among other contemplatives, those 
who were also leaving the barna-
cled, empty super tanker of Christen-
dom and boarding smaller, more 
nimble vessels. 

“Does mysticism need a church?” 
In his introduction to the Confer-
ences, the Cambridge historian Owen 
Chadwick poses this as a central co-
nundrum in early monastic thought, 
a question that was very much alive 
among the modern contemplatives. 
“The individual experience of the 
divine is overwhelming,” Chadwick 
writes. “It passes beyond the memory 
of biblical texts and every other 
thought. . . . Might it be that holy 
anarchy is nearer to God than  
ordered ecclesiasticism?”

Like Cassian, I was more drawn to 
holy anarchy. And yet, in the process 
of fleeing broken ecclesial institu-
tions, didn’t the new contemplatives 
also constitute a body politic? What 
was the Universal Christ conference 
if not a new form of church? It’s pos-
sible to see organized religion as a 
necessary evil, something that could 
be dispensed with once individuals 
reach some higher plane of aware-
ness, but that seems facile. Humans 
depend on patterns and structures. 
Forms change, but we still need 
them to provide some kind of conti-
nuity of thought and praxis, just as 
we depend on forms to build com-
munity, which is the other piece 
missing in the laissez- faire ap-
proach. In an essay titled “The Mys-
tical Core of Organized Religion,” 
the Benedictine monk Brother Da-
vid Steindl-Rast readily acknowledges 
that “mysticism clashes with the in-
stitution.” And yet, he admits, “We 
need religious institutions. If they 
weren’t there, we would create them. 
Life creates structures.” 

In the months following the con-
ference, I wondered how all the new 
contemplatives would continue their 
practice without a community, how 
they would avoid falling into that 
American DIY approach to spiritual-
ity that so often amounts to just 
making shit up. 

Perhaps the question is not whether 
mysticism needs a church, I thought, 
but whether mysticism can reach its 
full potential without one. I found 
this question embodied by a man 
named Adam Bucko.

O n a rainy Monday night 
in November 2019, a purple 
school bus adorned with 

white unicorns pulled into the park-
ing lot of the Hempstead Transit 
Center on Long Island. Ella Fitzger-
ald crooned softly on the radio. Rev-
erend Bucko, director of the newly 
formed Center for Spiritual Imagina-
tion, was leading a group of students 
from Adelphi University on a service 
trip, and he had invited me along. 
The group had picked up a load of 
sandwiches from Adelphi’s food 
court and planned to spend the eve-
ning cruising the streets of Hemp-
stead looking for hungry people. 
Now, just before everyone disem-
barked, Bucko asked us to pause and 
close our eyes.

“Mother Jesus,” he said, “we bring 
all our anxieties, our hopes, our 
dreams, and ask you to hold them. 
Give us courage.” In Bucko’s slight 
Polish accent, the last word rhymed 
with porridge. 

During the time I spent with Bucko, 
I was struck by the way he often used 
feminine language for God, borrowing 
from mystics such as Julian of Nor-
wich, a fourteenth- century En glish 
mystic who also spoke of “Mother Je-
sus.” Long- dead saints like Julian are 
for Bucko quite alive. He grew up in 
Communist Poland, and remembers 
a moment in 1985 when he was 
kneeling and praying with his mother 
and father before an icon of 
St. Thérèse of Lisieux, a nineteenth- 
century French mystic, before his 
father fled to America. “The Poland 
of my childhood was a place of vio-
lence and tragedy,” he writes in a short 
introduction to Holy Thirst, a book 
on Carmelite spirituality. “Saints 
like Thérèse, and the many miracu-
lous stories of their presence among 
us, made us feel stronger than the 
violence of the state.” Since his 
childhood, he has been drawn to the 
archetype of the priest. For him, priests 
were heroes who resisted the Commu-
nist regime. Among them was Father 
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Jerzy Popiełuszko, a Gandhi- like fig-
ure who encouraged nonviolent resis-
tance and was killed by the state. 
Bucko remembers seeing his broken 
body shown on live TV. Father 
Suchowolec, the priest in the parish 
where Bucko was baptized, was also 
killed. These deaths had a profound 
effect on Bucko, leaving him with 
lasting trauma. Even as a six- year- old, 
he collected anti- government flyers. 
After Father Suchowolec’s death in a 
fire connected to the regime, he hid 
under the blankets in his bed, con-
vinced they were “coming for me 
next.” Faith and resistance were part 
of his DNA.

With ankle- length dreadlocks 
and tattered jeans, Bucko does not 
look like an Episcopal priest. Listen-
ing to him describe his background 
in Polish anarchist and Rasta- punk 
movements is confusing at first, be-
cause he exudes such warmth and 
gentleness. One minute he’s praying 
to Mother Jesus, or speaking in rap-
turous tones about a certain Sufi 
mystic, or talking about the power 
of the Eucharist, which he refers to 
as “Christian shamanic technology,” 
and the next he’s gushing about reg-
gae, a love I happen to share. The 
various text messages I received 
from him before and after my visit 
included incense- clouded photos 
and YouTube links to Alpha Blondy, 
Ijahman Levi, and Misty in Roots, 
as well as a 1989 anti- apartheid reg-
gae concert at the Lenin Shipyard 
in Gdansk. 

Before he became an Episcopal 
priest, Bucko was a sort of itinerant 
preacher, leading retreats for young 
activists who identified as Spiritual 
But Not Religious, teaching ideas 
he later described in two co- written 
books, Occupy Spirituality and The 
New Monasticism. He also spent fif-
teen years working in Manhattan 
with homeless kids, many of them 
queer people of color. “I don’t know 
how to explain this,” Bucko told 
me, “but for much of my life I’ve 
been carrying in my body somebody 
else’s pain. When I met a group of 
street kids, I realized it was theirs. 
I’ve been to lots of monasteries, but 
it was only when I started working 
with homeless kids that I discovered 
what contemplative prayer means. 

´

How to help people hold their pain, 
and underneath that find a presence 
we can say yes to.” 

To provide a kind of family for 
these kids, Bucko co- founded the Rec-
iprocity Foundation, an organization 
that combines contemplative practices 
with instruction in life skills. That’s 
where he learned how to pray. Instead 
of trying to solve the homeless kids’ 
problems, he would simply sit with 
them in a state of receptive listening. 
“We didn’t start with theories,” Bucko 
told me. “We started with their heart-
breaks. We started with things that 
make them come alive.” He acted as 
both companion and guide on these 
inner journeys, helping teens pay 
attention to “the impulse of God.” 
Listening for that impulse, and dis-
cerning the meaning of it, is for 
Bucko what contemplative practice is 
all about. This is what he calls his 
methodology of prayer.

That night on the bus, we sat qui-
etly in the darkness of the parking 
lot. Rain beat down on the metal 
roof. Occasionally Bucko would offer 
a suggestive word or phrase, part of his 
guided- meditation style, but mostly 
we sat in silence. Then we filed off 
the bus and delivered sandwiches. 

T he next night, I joined 
Bucko for a contemplative 
prayer service he leads at 

the Cathedral of the Incarnation in 
Garden City. The weekly service is 
one of a number of new offerings by 
the Center for Spiritual Imagination, 
a “new monastic” community that 
aims to, as Bucko says, “take the best 
of Christian monastic traditions 
and translate them into an engaged 
path of contemplation and justice for 
those who no longer feel at home in 
the church.”

To shrink the space of the other-
wise cavernous cathedral, Bucko 
had arranged a semi circle of several 
dozen chairs in front of the altar. 
On a dais stood a large icon of 
Mary, surrounded by scores of can-
dles. Before everyone arrived, Bucko 
rearranged his dreads, which he 
keeps in a bun, and began lighting 
the candles. 

I sat next to Sister Alison  McCrary, 
a friend of Bucko’s.  McCrary was 
for many years a nun with the Sis-
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ters for Christian Community, a 
non canonical Catholic order of re-
ligious women formed after the 
Second Vatican Council. She now 
describes herself as “a social- justice-
movement lawyer and restorative- 
justice practitioner.” She is also a 
member of the United Cherokee 
AniYunWiYa Nation. When we met 
for coffee earlier that day, McCrary 
told me about her work in what she 
calls contemplative resistance: provid-
ing food and shelter for ICE detain-
ees, offering pro bono legal services 
to people living in Louisiana’s Can-
cer Alley, counseling men on death 
row at Angola, and teaching at the 
School for Contemplative Living in 
New Orleans. I told her she didn’t 
seem like the stereotypical contem-
plative who withdraws from society. 
The popular view of religious con-
templation, she said, treats it as a 
form of “self- care,” like going to the 
gym. “It’s not about other people, 
not about the common good, it’s not 
about the poor and the marginal-
ized. But that’s what the Gospels are 
about. I don’t think you can have 
contemplation without action, and 
you can’t have action without con-
templation.” Each morning she 
spends thirty minutes sitting in si-
lence, which she describes as an act 
of “one- ing” with God. “It doesn’t 
happen every time I sit with God. 
But ideally I’m noticing God’s move-
ments, being aware of them.”

Soon the darkness of the cathedral 
was filled with dozens of flickering 
candles. People trickled in, taking 
seats first in the semi circle and then 
farther back in the pews, perhaps one 
hundred attendees in total. 

At seven o’clock, Bucko rang a 
singing bowl to begin. Speaking softly 
into a microphone, he invited us to 
find a comfortable position, our feet 
touching the ground, and take a cou-
ple of deep breaths. “Breathing in, 
breathing out,” he instructed, mak-
ing his own breath audible. 

Silence descended. 
After a time, Bucko offered a spo-

ken prayer: “Mother God. We don’t 
know the words. We don’t know the 
way. We know you are a quiet God. 
Help us to listen to your voice in this 
noisy world of our minds. We want to 
be with you. We want to experience 
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your peace. Help us to truly taste your 
presence right now.” 

Slowly, over the next half hour, 
Bucko continued this guided medi-
tation, punctuated by emphatic 
stretches of silence. 

“Where does pain live in your 
body?” he asked. “Your disappoint-
ments? The things you’re too ashamed 
to name? And your joys, hopes, and 
longings— where do they live?”

In the silence, I had a feeling that 
I was at once sinking into something 
and also being lifted up. Bucko 
asked us to imagine bringing all our 
emotions into our hearts, to envision 
them traveling through our bodies to 
reach it, to place the palms of our 
hands on our hearts, holding our emo-
tions with tenderness and care, “as if 
you were holding a little baby, with 
that kind of love and curiosity. Re-
member that you are sitting in the 
presence of God and that God is 
there with you. Is there anything you 
want to say to God?”

I don’t know how long it lasted, 
but I was still sitting with my hands 
on my heart when Bucko rang the 
singing bowl again. It was time for 
silent walking meditation. I found 
myself disoriented, perhaps from the 
blurry, slow- motion forms moving 
around me in the flickering dark, 
like people walking underwater, or 
perhaps from a sudden upwelling of 
emotion. When a small alcove pre-
sented itself over in the left tran-
sept, I slowly made my way in that 
direction. From somewhere in the 
darkness, a lone female cantor be-
gan to sing. It was the Jesus Prayer: 
Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have 
mercy on me, a sinner, except the words 
were sung in a foreign tongue— 
Ukrainian, Bucko later told me— a 
beautiful refrain sung over and over, 
insistent in its yearning. 

In the alcove, a single candle 
burned, unadorned. As I stood be-
fore the light, a strange melody echo-
ing around me, I tried to listen. 
When Jesus taught his disciples how 
to pray, he told them to go into their 
inner room, to pray to God in secret. 
I thought of Abba Isaac’s words to 
Cassian: that God “will be all that 
we think about, all our living, all 
that we talk about, our very breath.” 
If I heard something in that mo-

ment, it would be glib to repeat here. 
I was moved, yes. But standing there 
alone, my back to the others, I also 
came to feel that my solitude was not 
a point of arrival.

In his book Conjectures of a Guilty 
Bystander, Merton describes an inci-
dent he experienced in Louisville, 
Kentucky, on March 18, 1958, as he 
stood on the corner of 4th and 
Walnut Streets.

“There is no way of telling people 
that they are all walking around 
shining like the sun,” he writes.

I suddenly saw the secret beauty of 
their hearts, the depths of their hearts 
where neither sin nor desire nor 
self- knowledge can reach, the core of 
their reality, the person that each one 
is in God’s eyes . . . It is like a pure dia-
mond, blazing with the invisible light 
of heaven  . . . I have no program for 
this seeing. It is only given. But the 
gate of heaven is everywhere.

It is striking that Merton’s epipha-
ny occurred not in a monk’s cell or 
cathedral alcove, but on a busy street 
in Louisville. Sartre famously said 
that “hell is other people,” but for 
Merton, and for Holmes, Bucko, Mc-
Crary, Rohr, and so many of the con-
templatives I met, other people are 
not hell; they are portals to paradise. 

One paradox of the contemplative 
life is the way in which it engenders, 
even demands, participation in a 
community. “The life of a Christian 
is not a solo act,” McCrary told me. 
“Jesus went to the desert alone to 
pray, but he was always building 
community. It’s a both- and.” The re-
verse is also true. Rohr: “How you 
relate to your spouse, your children, 
your dog— that’s how you’ll relate 
to God.”

The gate of heaven opens for us 
all, but the hinge swings outward as 
much as inward, leading not into 
some hermetically sealed chamber, 
but a spacious meadow where we find 
every person we’ve ever known, a 
field of solitaries loved beyond mea-
sure, a destination as near as our 
next breath. 

Somewhere behind me a bell rang. 
The blurred forms moved again in the 
candlelight, returning to their seats 
before the altar. I left the alcove and 
joined them. 
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P erhaps she 
should have 
known that 

she would find her 
lost love— her Vi-
king husband, gone 
these many years— 
in Sydesgaard, on 
the island of Funen, 
in the village of 
his people. Asleep 
in the hut of the 
medicine woman, 
comforted by the 
medicine woman, loved by the medicine 
woman, who was (it turned out) a po-
diatrist from Aarhus named Flora. The 
village itself was an educational site 
and a vacation spot where, if you 
wanted, you could wear a costume and 
spin wool for fun. As for Aksel— was 
he Joanna’s common- law ex- husband, 
or ex- common- law husband? Eleven 
years ago they had broken up after liv-
ing together for ten. “Broken up”— one 

summer Aksel left for Denmark, and she 
never heard from him again.

Not never. He sent an apologetic 
postcard from London. But never after 
that, nothing for eleven years. She’d 
married, been made a mother, lost a 
mother, been legally divorced, finally 
was fully orphaned by her father’s 
death. Her father, who had been 
heartbroken when Aksel disappeared, 
for his own sake. Who else would 
breakfast with him on white wine and 
oysters? Who would discuss the com-
plexities of savory pies: pork, kidney, the 
empanada versus the Cornish pasty? 
They had adored each other. Enormous 

and bearded, con-
descending and 
fond, ravenous, sad- 
eyed, the pair of 
them. Mortifying, 
w h e n  J o a n n a 
thought about it, 
how alike they 
were— her friends 
had commented on 
it. It was her father 
who referred to 
Aksel as a common- 
law husband, when 

he was in every way a boyfriend, includ-
ing the way she thought about him years 
later: with a lechery untouched by hav-
ing to legally untangle.

After the funeral, her father’s clut-
tered bedroom was like the tank of an 
animal who perhaps had died or perhaps 
had fallen asleep behind the greenery. 
She looked and looked for him. Nothing 
felt definitive. The watch was in the 
nightstand drawer beneath an expired 
passport, heavy and silver, a steam loco-
motive on its case, a yellowing sticker on 
the back: Please bring to Aksel. She read 
and reread the sticker. Leo, her son, was 
like his grandfather, drawn to long- ago 
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things, though nine- year- old Leo par-
ticularly loved weapons and had nearly 
every morning for two years drawn in 
pencil an armory. He liked blades best: 
swords, bayonets, the occasional flail. He 
was not allowed toy weapons, though 
they came into the house the back way. 
That is, in Lego boxes: bows and arrows 
the size of safety pins, pistols that 
snapped into the tense and insatiable 
hands of Lego men.

She turned the watch over in her 
palm. Perhaps Leo could get interested 
in horology. She pictured him hunched 
over a watchmaker’s bench and thought 
about tossing the note and keeping the 
watch. Instead, she transferred it from 
her father’s nightstand into her own. 
Bring, he’d written. Not mail, not get. 
The sticker was as close to a will as he’d 
left, goddamn him. She should 
probably— she thought, aware of the 
daft expression already on her face— 
attempt to honor it.

It took a year to settle the estate, 
sell the condo, come into the 
little bit of money that would al-

low them for the first time to travel 
abroad. Joanna bought Leo the bunk 
bed that she had wanted as a child. 
When she went to wake him up for 
school in the morning, she never 
knew at what altitude she would find 
him. That morning he’d hidden him-
self in the top bunk among the 
stuffed animals and the alligator- 
patterned comforter cover, which had 
disgorged its comforter. Then she saw 
one bare heel. Even his heel was fast 
asleep and dear.

“Leo,” she said.
The heel disappeared. He balled 

himself up under the covers as though 
winding himself awake. Then he sat up 
and blinked, bare- chested and skinny.

“What do you think about Vi-
kings?” she asked him.

“They’re not my favorite,” he said, 
and put out his hand. “Glasses?”

He was newly bespectacled, having 
failed a vision test at school. Because 
he hadn’t cared, she’d picked him out 
a pair of square black frames, so that 
he looked not like the bookish skinny 
wan pubescent boy he was, but like a 
skinny wan Eighties rocker. Wow, he’d 
said, stepping out of the optician’s, 
scanning the parking lot, the parking 
lot trees, the Starbucks and the Sta-

ples. Wow. Just like that, both he and 
the world looked different.

She found his glasses on a book-
shelf and handed them up. “Vikings 
aren’t your favorite?”

He scooted to the end of the bunk 
and climbed down the ladder. “I like 
Romans.” The underpants he’d slept 
in were patterned with lobsters, too 
small. “Vikings didn’t really have horns 
on their helmets. Did you know that?”

“I did not,” she said.
For a year and a half, before Leo 

could read but after he’d begun to 
talk, Joanna had known everything 
in his head, thoughts and terrors, 
facts and passions. He’d belonged to 
fairyland then; afterward, to books 
and facts. Now he had thoughts all 
the time that she hadn’t put in his 
head, which she knew was the point 
of having children but destroyed her.

“So,” she said. “I have a friend in 
Denmark. I was thinking we might 
go there this summer.”

Leo sat at his desk and picked up a 
pencil. In the voice he used for lying, 
or when he cared too much about 
something, he said, “If we go, could 
we go to Legoland?”

“I thought that was in California.”
“Real Legoland,” Leo explained. 

“Danish Legoland. Denmark’s where 
Lego was invented.”

“You’re not too old for all that?”
The glasses magnified his incredu-

lous look. He was like a midcentury 
TV journalist who knew he was be-
ing lied to. “Mommy, you know I 
like Lego.”

“Yes,” she said. “Of course.” Lego: 
its salient angles, its minute ambi-
tions. On her own childhood trips, 
Joanna had been at the mercy of her 
father’s interests. He drove the car; 
he decided where to stop it. Not 
amusement parks, not tourist traps. 
Instead: war museums, broken- 
toothed cemeteries, the former houses 
of minor historical figures, with ta-
bles set for dinner— soup tureens and 
fluted spoons— and swords crossed 
over the fireplace. Joanna, aged nine, 
ten, forever, had wanted to go to 
Clyde Peeling’s Reptiland. To the 
Mystery Spot, where ball bearings 
rolled uphill. To Six Flags Over Any-
where. A sign for Legoland would 
have driven her mad with longing, 
would have made her whine, even 

though whining— her mother would 
point out— had never gotten her any-
where. Her father would have driven 
on to some lesser Civil War battle-
field to inspect an obelisk.

Leo was a child of divorce, and all 
his own vacations were airplane vol-
leys from Rhode Island to California 
and back. The two of them had never 
really traveled together.

“All right,” she said. “We’ll go to 
Legoland.”

She had already renewed their pass-
ports, bought the tickets, reserved a 
Volvo with a GPS. But you had to give 
a child the illusion of choice.

L egoland was overwhelmingly 
yellow, and Leo, abashed, 
hated it. The rides had elec-

tric signs that estimated how long 
you’d have to stand in line to ride 
them. The log flume was a forty- five- 
minute wait. The polar roller coaster, 
an hour and five. It was an ordinary 
overcrowded amusement park. They 
had flown through the air, Boston to 
Paris, Paris to Billund, to end up at 
this place, the first day of their vaca-
tion. He wondered how long they 
would have to stay for his mother to 
get her money’s worth. She could be 
grim about expensive fun. The crowds 
of children upset him, blonder than 
the blondest American blond. Flaxen 
hair, he thought. Like from a book. 
Flaxen hair and cornflower- blue eyes, 
though he’d never seen flax or corn-
flowers in real life. If he had, he might 
have thought, Blue as a Danish child’s 
eyes, pale as a Danish child’s mullet. 
The blondness itself seemed evil to 
Leo. A blond child who screeches and 
steps on your foot is compelled by its 
blondness; a blond mother who hits 
you with her stroller— here comes 
another one, rushing after her child, 
attempting to climb into the lap of 
the life- size Lego statue of Hans 
Christian Andersen— does it out of 
pure towheadedness.

In America he would have cried 
out, but in Legoland he felt he had 
to bear it.

Even the gift shop was disappoint-
ing. He’d been imagining something 
he couldn’t imagine, some immense 
box that would allow him to build— 
what. A suit of Lego. A turreted city 
big enough to live in. Denmark itself. 
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He did not dream in Lego, not any-
more, but sometimes he still raked 
his hand through the bins of it be-
neath his bed as a kind of rosary, to 
remind himself that the world, like 
Lego, was solid and mutable both.

Joanna, too, found Legoland terri-
ble; Joanna, too, could not confess. It 
was a kind of comfort, because Aksel 
had always been exhausting on the 
subject of Denmark versus America. 
Denmark was beautiful, and so were 
Danes; America was crass, and every 
moment of American life was a com-
mercial for a slightly different form of 
American life; you could not so much 
as enjoy a hamburger without having 
your next hamburger advertised to 
you, though the hamburgers would be 
exactly the same: spongy and flavor-
less. “Americans have garbage taste,” 
he would say, tucking into an Ameri-
can banana split. “Not you, Johanna.” 
He always added a spurious h to her 
name. “But someday you will go to 
Denmark, and taste the ice cream, 
and you will understand.” Clearly the 
man had never been to Legoland, 
where even ice cream required a half- 
hour wait in line, and then was a 
tragedy of dullness.

They stopped at a self- serve slush 
stand that allowed you to mix any fla-
vors you wanted in a tall plastic vessel 
that looked like a bong. Leo’s personal 
cocktail came out Army green. This 
always happened to his Play- Doh too 
when it got mixed together. He drank 
it with his eyes closed and winced. He 
most resembled his late grandfather 
when unhappy.

“Poor bunny, you’re jet- lagged. 
Here. Let’s sit.” They sat on the bench 
next to the Lego Hans Christian An-
dersen, and Joanna had a sense that 
they shouldn’t, they should leave the 
space clear for people who wanted 
pictures of themselves with a Lego 
Hans Christian Andersen. But why 
should those people get their way?

“I’m not jet-lagged,” he said.
“Do you want to just go to the 

hotel room?”
“Is the hotel room in Legoland?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Oh.” Then, “I hate it here.”
“Denmark?”
He looked at her aghast. “This isn’t 

Denmark,” he said. “Can we go? It’s 
not what I thought it would be like.”

“Yes,” said Joanna, grateful and 
motherly, a good mother, indulgent. 
“What did you think it would be like?”

But she knew. In our private Lego-
lands we are the only human people.

“I’ll tell you what,” she said, and 
she handed Leo her phone. “You 
choose. Wherever you want to go, 
we’ll go. I know Vikings aren’t your 
favorite, but I have a friend at that 
Viking village— ”

“What Viking village?”
“A Viking village,” she said. “We’ll 

go at the end of the week. In the 
meantime, do some research. Plan 
the next three days. If you want, we 
can come back to Legoland— ”

“I’m never going to come back to 
Legoland,” he said passionately.

When our children love what we 
love, it is a blessing, but O, when 
they hate what we hate!

D enmark was studded with 
little museums dedicated to 
misery and wealth and the 

unpleasant habits of men, and Leo 
wanted to go to every one. He was 
warming to the Vikings. There was a 
kind of gentle boredom to Denmark, 
which was in itself interesting: ar-
chaeological museums whose captions 
were entirely in Danish, with displays 
of pottery shards and nails and swords 
and bits of armor. To become inter-
ested in a boring subject was a feat of 
strength. A splinter of Viking armor 
was more interesting than the whole 
suit, to Leo, because even though it 
was in a plexiglass box it might fit in 
your pocket. Perhaps he liked bits be-
cause of his nearsightedness— now 
that he had glasses, it was alarming 
what loomed on the horizon— but 
entire objects told the entire story, and 
therefore belonged to everyone. Look-
ing at a piece of a thing, he might 
think, deduce, discover something 
nobody ever had, which was all he 
wanted in the world.

They took a ferry to the island of 
Ærø. In the old shipyard, Leo made 
rope using a crank- operated machine 
and, with the help of a blacksmith, 
forged a plain iron hook. The black-
smith was a lean man with a sad, 
rectilinear face and hair the color of 
clapboard. The black iron glowed or-
ange when you put it in the forge, 
and when you hammered it orange 
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the museum. Leo opened the pamphlet. 
The museum was made of six rooms. 
He was startled to see that the last 
room was called Forbidden Souvenirs.

A year ago Leo might have asked 
his mother what Forbidden Souvenirs 
meant. Now he was seized with a ter-
rible, private fear that he didn’t want 
her to disturb or dispel. He read books 
about war; his mother didn’t. Soldiers 
took souvenirs: ears, teeth, shrunken 
heads, scalps.

His mother, innocent, admired the 
first glass case, which was filled with 
salt and pepper shakers. Two Scottish 
terriers, black and white. One Scot-
tish terrier (salt) lifting its leg in front 
of a red fire hydrant (pepper). The 
next glass case was also filled with 
salt and pepper shakers. There was a 
density to the collection that felt like 
a headache, or the physical manifes-
tation of dementia, where the sim-
plest items had to be labeled for 
meaning: china Eiffel Towers marked 
Paris, pot- metal London Bridges 
marked London. It had clearly been 
somebody’s private collection, a prob-
lematic Dane’s hoard. Surely all the 
salt and pepper shakers had been 
made in one vast factory in Japan or 
China, then stamped with geographic 
locations and shipped off.

“After this,” she said, “we’ll go to 
the Viking village. Your grandfather 
would have hated this place. What’s 
the matter?”

I don’t want to see, he thought, but 
also he did.

He was stepping into Forbidden 
Souvenirs. It took him a moment to 
figure out what he was looking at: 
coral, ivory, alligator shoes, exotic 
game of all sorts, pillaged antiquities.

“Are you all right?”
“Yes,” he said.
A faceless mannequin wore a leop-

ard jacket over nothing, its skinny 
white featureless body obscene. 
“Grandma had a mink stole,” Joanna 
said. “I can’t remember what we did 
with it.”

Some of the objects flaunted the 
original animal: the head of an alli-
gator biting closed a pocketbook, the 
paws of a white fox dangling from a 
stole. Was that better or worse than 
the elephant carved out of an ele-
phant tusk, the tortoise incised into 
the tortoise shell?

“I thought there would be ears,” 
said Leo. “From the enemy.”

“What enemy?”
“I don’t know,” said Leo helplessly. 

“The enemy dead.”
“No ears,” said Joanna in an improb-

ably cheery voice. She gestured at the 
glass case. “Nothing to worry about.”

“I wasn’t,” he said. But he had 
been, the worry was in him, the fear 
of seeing something he shouldn’t 
have, human, severed. The feeling 
was traumatic and precious.

“Anyhow,” she said.
“Do they pretend there?” he asked.
“Do they what where?”
“Pretend at the Viking village. 

Dress up and say they’re Vikings.”
“Oh. Not sure. Why?”
“The Renaissance fair,” he said 

darkly.
They’d gone to a Ren fair when 

Leo was four. He’d gotten lost in an 
iron maze of child- size cages and be-
gan to sob— she had a picture of him 
that she’d taken before noticing the 
tears— and a man dressed as an exe-
cutioner had to talk him out, gestur-
ing with his plastic axe. Leo liked to 
bring it up from time to time, evi-
dence of Joanna’s bad judgment. He 
liked history. He did not like grown- 
ups in fancy dress.

She said, “It’ll be great.”
“That’s what you said about 

Legoland.”
Had she? “Leo— ”
“I said I didn’t want to go.”
“No, you— ”
“Yes I did,” he said. The words 

were underlined, she heard it, and 
later she would understand it as the 
first sign of adolescence, and she 
would forgive him, but she didn’t for-
give him now.

“Well,” she said, “we’re going.”
The eyes of a half- dozen taxider-

mic animals were upon them, as 
though betting on who’d win the ar-
gument and who’d end up in the mu-
seum. Then the humans turned and 
wordlessly went from the room.

In the morning they drove to 
Odin’s Odense, their bags packed 
in the trunk of the rented car. 

That night they would go on to Co-
penhagen, then fly back to the States. 
Joanna looked in the rearview mirror 
at sulking Leo. Next year he would 

sparks flew off, and then you were 
left with something so black and 
solid you couldn’t imagine it had 
ever been otherwise.

They went to the Welfare Museum, 
three maritime museums, the Dan-
ish Railway Museum. Of course, Jo-
anna missed her father, seeing his 
dullest passions alive in his grand-
son. Who else could love trains so 
much that they were still interesting 
in a museum, where they were 
robbed of their one power, move-
ment? Not Joanna, but she could 
love somebody who did. She felt a 
useless pride in Leo’s peculiar enthu-
siasms; Leo’s pleasant father liked 
action movies and video games, like 
any American boy.

Joanna had arrived with three 
pieces of Danish: Taler du engelsk? 
(the answer was always, Yes, I do); 
tak!; and the phrase for “excuse me,” 
which she remembered because it 
sounded— she thought it sounded; 
she had a terrible ear— like “un-
skilled.” Unskilled! Taler du engelsk? 
Tak! Soon she picked up the vocabu-
lary of ice cream— Aksel was right, 
vanilla ice cream in Denmark was 
hallucinogenically delicious— kugler, 
vafler, softice, flødeboller. Though a 
month after they got home Joanna 
would wake up in the middle of the 
night wondering, Is the Danish word 
for thanks pronounced tock or tack? 
And which pronunciation had she 
used? The wrong one, she was sure.

Aksel’s watch was in her pocket. 
She’d put it in a Ziploc bag to keep it 
clean and hadn’t so much as wound 
it. It wasn’t hers to wind. She liked 
the weight of it about her person.

Did she still love Aksel? No, but 
the memory of him came in handy 
sometimes.

T hey found the Souvenir Mu-
seum the old- fashioned way, 
first one roadside sign, then 

another. The museum was on the 
grounds of a modest castle. Like Lego-
land, the name was full of promise. 
Souvenir: a memory you could buy. A 
memory you could plan to keep in-
stead of being left with the rubble of 
what happened.

A teenage girl with a drowsy, dowsing 
head slid a pamphlet across the ticket 
desk, and then pointed to the door to 
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be tall enough to ride up front, but 
for now he was in the back seat. You 
get to choose, she’d said, and she’d 
hoped to finagle him into believing 
that a trip to the Viking village had 
been his choice. What she’d endured 
for him! Three days of stultifying mu-
seums. They had traveled together 
beautifully, sleeping in the same 
room for the first time since his in-
fancy. Ruined now. She knew the 
ruination she felt was her own 
treacherous heart.

The car’s GPS brought them deeper 
into the suburbs, red tiled roofs, no 
businesses. “This doesn’t look right,” 
said Leo from the back, hopefully. But 
the GPS knew what it was doing, and 
there they were. Odin’s Odense.

They had to pass through a little 
un- Viking modern building that 
housed admissions, a gift shop, and 
f lush toilets. Joanna wondered 
whether she should ask after Aksel, 
but what if he had a Viking name? 
The old woman behind the counter 
thrust a map at her and frowned en-
couragingly. The museums of the 
world are filled with old women, an-
gry that nobody listens to them, their 
knowledge, their advice. She hadn’t 
told Leo why they were here, in case 
it came to nothing.

Joanna gave him the map. “Here. 
It’s in En glish.”

He consulted it and said, casually, 
“There’s a sacrificial bog.”

“That might come in handy.”
They walked into the Viking village 

on one of those days of bright sun-
shine, the sky so blue, the clouds so 
snowy white, everything looked fake. 
Though why was that? Why, when na-
ture is its loveliest, do human beings 
think it looks most like the work of 
human beings?

Was her detection system still 
tuned to Aksel’s frequency? At one 
time, she could walk into any room 
and know whether he was there. 
Now she detected nothing.

The Viking huts were 89  percent 
thatched, like gnomes in oversize 
caps. A teenager in a tunic and laced 
boots ducked out of one, his arms 
laden with logs. He gave Joanna a 
dirty look, and she understood that 
he was mad at his mother, wherever 
she was, in whatever century, and 
therefore mad at all mothers.

Leo, too. He pointed to a small 
structure with no roof and said, gloom-
ily, “I think this is the old smithy.”

There was nothing smithish about 
the old smithy. Joanna put her hands 
on her hips as though she were inter-
ested in smithery, though all she 
could feel was her heart beating war-
rantless through her body. She knew 
she and Leo would forgive each other. 
She knew that it was her duty to so-
licit forgiveness from everyone, but 
just then she was tired of men whose 
feelings were bigger than hers. She 
felt as though she’d grown up in a 
cauldron of those feelings and had 
never gotten out.

“Okay. What’s next?”
“The medicine woman’s hut.”
Inside the medicine woman’s hut, 

a squinty, hardy- looking woman of 
about sixty sat on a low bench, stir-
ring an open fire with a stick.

“Hej,” said the woman. This was the 
jaunty way some Danish people said 
hello, and Joanna always felt exhila-
rated and frightened saying it back, as 
though she might pass for Danish a 
few seconds longer. Which was worse, 
being found out as an American or as 
a fraud? It was a big space, illuminated 
by the fire and the sunlight coming 
through the front and back doors. The 
fire was directly underneath the high-
est part of the thatched ceiling: Vi-
king fire safety. “Say hello,” said Joanna 
to Leo.

A preposterous command. He didn’t.
The medicine woman gestured to 

a low, long bench across from her. In 
En glish, in the voice of the Iron Age, 
the woman said, “Welcome. Where 
do you stay?”

Were they supposed to be ancient, 
too?

Leo tried to feel it. Before Den-
mark, he hadn’t realized how much 
he wished to be ancient. To be Dan-
ish. To be, he thought now, other-
wise for a reason.

His mother said, “Last night, near 
Svendborg.”

The medicine woman nodded, as 
though approving of this wisdom. “It 
is beautiful there.” She withdrew her 
stick, inspected the end, stuck it back 
in. “You have been to Langeland? The 
‘big island,’ you would call it?”

“No.”
She nodded again. “You must.”
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She was the medicine woman: ev-
erything she said had the feel of a 
cure and a curse. Yes: they would go 
to the big island. It was inevitable.

On the big island, thought Joanna, 
she might forget her big mistakes; on 
the big island, they would scatter their 
memories, if not her father’s ashes. 
They had not brought his ashes. There 
were too many of them.

“There is an excellent Cold War 
museum,” the medicine woman said.

What was a cold war, in the land 
of the Vikings?

“It has a submarine,” the medicine 
woman said to Leo. “It is the largest 
in Europe, I believe. I took my son. 
Also mini-golf close by. A good place 
to holiday, if you do not come here. 
Wouldn’t you like to come to holiday 
here some day? That is what we do. 
We put on the clothes and puh! we 
are Vikings.”

“Yes!” Leo said. “You mean, you 
stay here? You sleep here?”

“Of course!” She turned to the cor-
ner of the hut and said a sentence or 
two to a pile of blankets. Perhaps it 
was an ancient incantation. Nothing 
happened. She said it again. They 
could not find a single cognate among 
the syllables.

The pile of blankets shifted. An 
animal? No. The blankets assembled 
themselves into a shadow of a man.

The shadow became an actual 
man, sitting up.

The actual man was Aksel.
He was eleven years older and much 

thinner, and he had shaved his beard, 
even though he was now a Viking. He’d 
always had long squintish eyes; they 
had acquired luggage. He yawned like 
a bear, working all the muscles of his 
jaw; that is, he yawned like Joanna’s 
long- ago love, the foreigner she’d fallen 
for when they had worked together on 
a college production of True West. Jo-
anna had been prop mistress, and had 
collected twenty- seven working toast-
ers from yard sales and Goodwills. Ak-
sel directed, and had broken every one 
of those toasters during a single impas-
sioned speech to the actors, sweeping 
them off a table while declaring, “I 
don’t want you to act, I want you to 
react, I want you to get mad.”

The medicine woman said, “Aksel’s 
mother told us you were coming here 
with the boy.”

Joanna nodded. She still didn’t 
know what millennium they were sup-
posed to be in. “You get mail here?”

“She texted.” The medicine woman 
mimed with her thumbs.

“Johanna,” said Aksel. That need-
less, endearing h.

How many time frames was she in? 
College, mid- twenties, the Iron Age, 
the turn of the last century. He was 
recognizable to her— she’d worried he 
wouldn’t be— and beloved to her too.

“What are you doing here?” he 
asked, in a serious voice.

It was a good question. He didn’t 
look like her father. That might have 
been what brought her here. The watch 
could be mailed; Legolands were legion; 
but where in the world was a man like 
the man she’d just lost?

Her actual heart found the door 
behind which her metaphorical 
heart hid; heart dragged heart from 
its bed and pummeled it. Years ago 
she’d wondered what, exactly, consti-
tuted love— the state of emergency 
she felt all ten years of their life to-
gether? Not that the building was on 
fire; not that the ship was about to 
sink; not that the hurricane was just 
offshore, pulling at the palm trees: 
the knowledge that, should the worst 
happen, she had no plan of escape, 
not a single safety measure; she was 
flammable, sinkable, rickety, liable to 
be scrubbed from the map. That feel-
ing was love, she’d thought then, and 
she thought it now too.

“My father died,” she said.
“Ah, Walter,” said Aksel, and he 

rubbed his jaw dolefully. “I am sorry. 
Recently?”

“A year ago. I have something for 
you. We decided— this is Leo— we 
decided it was a good time to come 
to Denmark, to deliver it.”

“Hello, Leo,” said Aksel, who looked 
half in dreamland, populated as it was 
by ancient Danes, long- ago girlfriends, 
and preteen American boys. “I am 
very glad to meet you.”

“You know my mom?” said Leo.
“That friend I mentioned.” Then 

to Aksel: “I Facebooked your mom, 
but I guess you’re off the grid.”

“I am very much upon,” he said. 
“You just don’t know my coordinates.” 
He looked again at Leo and nudged 
the medicine woman’s back with his 
knee. “This is Johanna,” he said of Jo-
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anna. “This is Flora,” he said of the 
medicine woman. “Shall we go for a 
walk, Johanna? Just for a moment.”

The medicine woman turned to Leo. 
“Do you want to play a game? My son 
is doing so. Come, he will teach you.” 
She got up and ushered Leo through 
the front door, and Joanna and Aksel 
went out the back, the fire smoking, a 
fire hazard, but the Vikings must have 
known what they were doing.

“I’ve thought of you often, Johanna,” 
said Aksel. In the sunlight he was 
shaggy, his color was not so good, but 
he was beautiful, a beauty. His clothes 
smelled of smoke. He seemed a victim 
of more than recreational Vikinghood.

“You’re on vacation,” she said. “I 
thought perhaps you’d become a 
professional Viking.”

“Ah no. I am a software developer. 
Flora, she is a foot doctor. And you?”

“Bookkeeper.”
He nodded. “You were always a 

keeper of books. Let us discuss what 
you have brought me.”

The minute she pulled the watch 
from her purse she missed its weight. She 
opened the Ziploc bag, suddenly worried 
that watches were supposed to breathe.

“Ah!” said Aksel mildly. He took the 
watch and immediately put it in a pouch 
he wore tied to his belt, as though any 
sign of modernity were shameful. “Wal-
ter knew I admired this watch. That is 
what you came to give me?”

“It’s what my father wanted you 
to have.”

“And only this.”
He started walking and she fol-

lowed, her long- ago husband, her lost 
love, to the banks of the sacrificial 
bog, if bogs had banks. Aksel said, 
“But not the boy.”

“Not the boy what?”
“He isn’t my son.”
“What? No! He’s ten.”
“Ah!” said Aksel. “My mother said 

you were coming with a boy, and 
Flora thought maybe. She has a keen 
sense for these things.”

She saw on his face an old emo-
tion, disappointment shading into 
woe. “What did you think?”

He turned to the bog. “I might have 
liked it. Flora has a son. It might have 
saved me.”

“Saved you? Viking you, or you you?”
The bog said nothing. Aksel said, “I 

can love anyone,” and took her hand. 

It was the first time he had touched her. 
A moment ago she’d thought that 
would be the last step of the spell, the 
magic word, the wave of the wand. But 
it wasn’t.

I could lie, she thought. She’d never 
really lied, not like that, a lie you 
would have to see through, a first step 
on the road to a hoax, an entirely dif-
ferent life, where facts and dates and 
numbers would have to be fudged. Leo 
did exist because of Aksel. He would 
not otherwise.

But then Aksel dropped her hand, 
as though he’d been joking. “Women 
are lucky. God puts an end to their 
foolishness. But men, we are bedeviled 
till the end of our days.”

She said, with as much love as she 
could muster, quite a lot, “Fuck off.”

“All right, Johanna.”
“Why did you leave?”
“I didn’t want— ” But there he 

stopped. The Viking village was all 
around them, smoke in the air, the 
bleating of sheep that didn’t know what 
millennium they were in, either. Or 
perhaps they were goats. She couldn’t 
always tell the difference.

“What didn’t you want?” she asked 
him.

He shook his head. “A fuss.”
“Jesus. I want the watch back.”
“We might have married,” he said. 

“But then it seemed as though we 
should have done it at the start.”

“Give me the watch. I’ll sacrifice it 
to the bog.”

“It’s worth rather a lot.”
“Then Leo should have it. My son. 

I mean, we spent four hours at the 
railway museum. I don’t know what I 
was thinking, giving it to you.”

He retrieved the watch from his 
pouch, his Viking pocketbook, and 
weighed it in his hand as though he 
himself would throw it bogward. Instead 
he wound it up— later, when Leo did 
become interested in old watches, she 
would discover this was the worst thing 
you could do, wind a dormant watch— 
and displayed it. First he popped open 
the front to exhibit the handsome por-
celain face, the elegant black numbers. 
“Works,” he remarked. Then he turned 
it over and opened the back.

There, in his palm, a tiny animated 
scene: a man in a powdered wig, a 
woman in a milkmaid’s costume, her 
legs open, his pants down, his tiny 

pink enamel penis with its red tip tick- 
tock- ticking at her crotch, also pink 
and white and red. It was ridiculous 
what passed for arousing in the old 
days. She was aroused.

“Old Walter,” said Aksel. “He lasted 
a while, then. He started taking care 
of himself?”

“No. He got worse and worse. He 
was eighty.”

“He never wanted to be,” said Ak-
sel, in a sympathetic voice.

“I know it.”
He offered the watch. “In four years 

perhaps your boy will be interested.”
Ah, no: it was ruined. Not because 

of the ticking genitalia, but because it 
was somebody else’s private joke, and 
she the cartoon wife wanting in, in a 
robe and curlers, brandishing a rolling 
pin. Even a cartoon wife might love 
her rascal husband. She did.

“He wanted you to have it for a 
reason,” she said.

F lora’s son and Leo played a Vi-
king game that involved rolling 
iron hoops down a hill. Flora’s 

son was sullen and handsome, with 
green eyes and licorice breath, terrible 
at mime, and so he put his hands on 
Leo’s to demonstrate how to hold the 
hoop and send it off, then looked Leo 
in the eyes to see if he’d gotten it, all 
with a kind of stymied intimacy that 
Leo understood as a precursor to 
grown- up love.

I will learn Danish, thought Leo. I 
will never learn Danish.

He turned to let the hoop go, and 
there was his mother, striding up the 
hill. Bowl her over for ten more minutes 
with this boy, ten more minutes in the 
Iron Age— where they had no concept 
of minutes— ten more minutes of this 
boy scratching his nose with the back 
of his wrist then touching the back of 
Leo’s wrist with his Viking fingers. 
Bowl her down and stay.

No, of course not. The stride told 
him that they were leaving.

Would he have wished her away? 
Only if he could wish her back later.

And would she, Joanna, have wished 
her beloved Leo away? Only if she could 
also wish away his memory. To long for 
him forever would be terrible.

“See you later,” said the Viking boy, 
who spoke En glish all along, running 
to gather the hoops. 
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D anielle  McLaughlin’s debut 
novel, THE ART OF FALL-
ING (Random House, $28), 

recounts a tumultuous season in the 
life of an art curator, Nessa  McCormack,  
in Cork, Ireland. The  McCormack 
family— Nessa; her architect husband, 
Philip; and their sixteen-year-old 
daughter, Jennifer—is attempting to 
find its footing in the wake of Philip’s 
philandering (an affair with the 
mother of Jennifer’s former best 
friend), while Nessa prepares to mount 

a major exhibition of the work of the 
late (fictional) sculptor Robert Locke. 
For months, she has been interview-
ing Locke’s elderly widow and unmar-
ried daughter. Central to the show is 
a piece known as the Chalk Sculp-
ture, a rendition of a pregnant woman 
that has become a pilgrimage site for 
women with fertility problems. Nessa 
gives a lecture about Locke’s work at 
her gallery, after which an eccentric 
woman named Melanie Doerr ap-
proaches her and claims co- authorship 

of the sculpture. This is the first of 
many, ever more unsettling encoun-
ters with Doerr—“I should not have 
to spell it out. That statue is mine”—
whose zeal is matched by her lack of 
social boundaries.

As if this were not enough, a chance 
encounter with a former roommate 
leads Nessa to reestablish contact with 
Stuart Harkin, a sometime lover of hers 
from that period, and Stuart’s now 
grown son, Luke. Luke’s mother, who 
had been Nessa’s best friend, committed 
suicide when Luke was just three years 
old. The historical complications of 
these relationships return in force when 
Luke’s great-aunt gives him his mother’s 
letters and diaries from that time: the 
clandestine affair between Nessa and 
Stuart comes to light, and the revela-
tions undermine Nessa’s moral superior-
ity as the wronged wife. Luke, enraged 
by his discoveries, allies himself with 
Melanie Doerr, keen to champion her 
cause, and befriends Nessa’s daughter, 
bringing the various strands of distress 
home to the  McCormacks.

McLaughlin turned to fiction after a 
career as a lawyer, and she is the author 
of one earlier book, the exceptional 
story collection Dinosaurs on Other 
Planets. In The Art of Falling, she tack-
les her complex plot with the precision 
of a master technician: conflicts esca-
late, and with them suspense, in a 
well-paced and meticulously conceived 
narrative. Even as the novel carefully 
braids its many strands and pulls them 
toward a dramatic  climax— I could 
picture the actual shots in the high-end 
mini series this book would make—
McLaughlin raises thoughtful questions 
about responsibility and truthfulness in 
intimate relationships, about artistic 
authorship and ownership, and about 
the roles of gender and of generations 
in artistic production. While Melanie 
Doerr demands credit for her part in 
Locke’s work, Locke’s wife, Eleanor— 
when Nessa realizes that she, too, 
made art—demurs: “I was no artist. 
I made things for my own amuse-
ment. . . . Robert was the artist, and 
one artist in any family is quite enough, 
thank you.”

Through minor observations (Nessa 
notes that her boss never sucks in his 
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place in its opening pages. The parents 
have been forced, by uncertain but po-
tentially parlous fetal test results, to 
abort their first pregnancy. The entire 
novel is, in some way, an account of the 
aftermath of this event, for the boy 
would not exist were it not for the loss 
of the unborn girl. “The pregnancy is 
a vigil”: “They don’t discuss names. 
At a dinner party when a friend asks 
why she’s not drinking, his wife says, If I 
told you, I’d have to kill you.” Above each 
anxiety—from the very first, an alarm-
ing C-section that takes the infant boy 
to the  NICU—hovers the burden of the 
lost child, a sense of potential doom.

When the boy first goes to pre-
school, his teacher raises issues:

Their anxiety pools. Perhaps we should 
get him evaluated, they whisper. They 
don’t say tested; they don’t say what for.

They take him to the pediatrician, 
who suggests a specialist.

They take him to a specialist, who 
suggests physical therapy.

They take him to a physical thera-
pist, who says he’s a year to eighteen 
months behind developmentally. “He’s 
three,” the father says. “You’re telling 
me he’s half his life behind?” It feels 
like something has been stolen.

There’s the humor; there’s the pain, 
and behind it, greater pain. Something 
has indeed been stolen, of course—not 
just innocence, but another child’s life.

Davies handles time with particu-
lar care too, in the manner of Thom-

as Mann in The 
Magic Mountain— 
that’s to say, as we 
live it, accelerating 
with familiarity. The 
early days and months 
take longer to recount 
than entire years, later 
on. Even in sentences 
pared down to the 
essentials, Davies’s 
nameless and hence 

faceless characters (in the way that 
 McLaughlin’s powerful Chalk Sculpture 
is faceless) shift the quotidian (not just 
toys and childhood fads, but intimacy, 
sex, and masturbation) into the univer-
sal register of myth. This is Life, the 
characters’ namelessness implies: count-
less parents will pass along this path.

This, too, is Art: the father is a pro-
fessor of creative writing (as is Davies) 
who assures his students that 

belly, “not even when he was being 
photographed, [he] never felt the slight-
est need to make himself smaller”) 
and passing details (Luke, having 
dropped out of college, has become a 
street photographer and plans to pho-
tograph the same street at the same 
time every day for a hundred days), 
 McLaughlin captures the textured 
tapestries of these compellingly be-
lievable lives, from the expensive cars 
parked outside Jennifer’s private 
school to the needling discomfort of 
recalling, in precise detail, the trans-
gressions of decades past. At the same 
time, The Art of Falling—  a title 
whose layered cleverness only eventu-
ally becomes clear—is perhaps a mite 
tidy, its strands rather too perfectly 
braided. The elaborate plot, in the 
tradition of centuries, relies on dis-
covered documents and artifacts and 
on their contemporary counterpart, 
social media. The climax, inevitable, 
also feels contrived. And the relatively 
happy ending (complete with a note 
in a minor key) feels ideal for film. 
The messiness of life is here conveyed 
but also carefully contained—a tight 
hand with form indeed makes an art 
of the fall.

A LIE SOMEONE TOLD YOU 
ABOUT YOURSELF (Hough-
ton Mifflin Harcourt, $24) is 

Peter Ho Davies’s third novel, and it, 
too, creates controlled art out of life’s 

messy pain, although in a very different 
way. Davies is less interested in the bour-
geois fabric of life—where  McLaughlin 
is like Ibsen, whose plays are cluttered 
with objects, Davies is closer to Che-
khov, whose characters act on a near-
empty stage. McLaughlin’s formal control 
manifests chiefly in pacing and plot, 
whereas Davies is preoccupied with tone 
and verbal restraint: his protagonists—  a 
father, mother, and son— remain name-
less. There is nothing superfluous in 
these pages, and yet Davies, whose 
characters’ humor carries the reader 
through considerable 
agony, allows cheer-
fully for life’s banality: 
“Piles of plastic drift 
around the living 
room like the Great 
Pacific Garbage Patch”; 
the family will traverse 
the “Age of Dino-
saurs . . . also known as 
the Age of Disney,” the 
“Age of Star Wars,” 
the “Age of Harry Potter,” the “Age of 
Speed,” the “Age of Aquariums,” and the 
“Age of Coming of Age.”

It would be easy, under the sway of 
this mild and familiar parental wit, to 
underestimate the ambition of the book, 
both formally and emotionally. Like 
Akhil Sharma’s remarkable Family Life, 
A Lie Someone Told You About Yourself 
presents the writer, and the reader, with 
an unusual challenge: its tragedy takes 

Top: “Russell Heights, Cobh, County Cork, Ireland,” by Doug DuBois, from My Last Day at Seventeen, 
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ence. It is a task at which it is perhaps 
impossible fully to succeed, but he 
comes movingly close.

Nadia Owusu’s memoir AFTER-
SHOCKS (Simon and Schus-
ter, $26) endeavors, similarly, 

to give voice to experiences that chal-
lenge articulation. As its title sug-
gests, the book’s central metaphor is 
 seismic—a linking (more or less suc-
cessful) of earthquakes and their ter-
minology to more interior forms of 
upheaval. At the book’s core is an epi-
sode that occurred when Owusu was 
twenty-eight years old, in which she 
confined herself to a blue rocking chair 

that she’d dragged off the street into her 
New York apartment: 

For seven days, I did not get out of the 
blue chair except to sleep on the floor 
and piss and shit and eat bran flakes, 
cans of tuna, hunks of dry baguette, 
and slightly moldy cheddar cheese I 
forced down with lukewarm tap water.

This stretch of incipient madness 
(the memoir is dedicated in part to 
“mad black women everywhere”) 
proves the occasion for Owusu to ex-
amine the abiding questions of her 
fractured and difficult upbringing.

The daughter of an Armenian- 
American mother and a Ghanaian fa-
ther who worked for the United Na-
tions, Owusu had a peripatetic 
childhood. Her mother abandoned the 
family when Owusu and her younger 
sister, Yasmeen, were small; initially, 
the girls lived in the U.K. with their 

One of the gifts of fiction . . . is the cover 
it provides. A story can be 1% true and 
99% made up, or 99% true and 1% 
made up, and the reader won’t know 
the difference, the writer doesn’t have 
to declare. It means he can tell the 
truth and take the Fifth simultaneously.

The novel flirts at various moments 
with this suggestion of autofiction; 
and,  in a di f ferent way than 
 McLaugh lin does, with questions of 
artistic responsibility:

He used to think he wrote for im-
mortality. Once he had his son, he wor-
ried he’d lose that desire  . . . but now it 
occurs to him his son is the physical 
embodiment of posterity. The posterity 
whose judgment he yearns for. And 
cowers from.

This is how you tell him, he tells 
himself. How you tell him you love 
him. How you tell him you killed his sis-
ter. How you tell him he wouldn’t be here 
if you hadn’t.

A Lie Someone Told You About Your-
self is a novel about the comedy and 
travails of parenting a “twice excep-
tional” child that earns its place on 
the shelf alongside the frank and 
sometimes acerbic memoirs of Rachel 
Cusk and Anne Enright. But it is si-
multaneously a novel about abortion, 
the opposite of parenting. While the 
mother goes into therapy, the father, 
to whose reflections we are privy, 
enlists as a volunteer escort at an 
abortion clinic: “typically male, he 
understands. This desire to fix some-
thing, to protect someone.” Shame 
and guilt suffuse the narrative— 
societally imposed emotions which 
the father seeks to explore.

Later, he will understand that he’s not 
been at the clinic to do good, or even 
to gather material, so much as to find 
absolution . . . Later still, he will under-
stand that all these feelings—his, his 
wife’s—just won’t fit between the lines, 
between the sides. In the political box. 
He doesn’t want to argue about those 
feelings, to defend them or justify 
them, he just wants to be left alone to 
feel them.

Davies struggles to evoke the inef-
fable, to render in careful, simple prose 
and with sustaining humor the com-
plex well of feelings, so many of them 
painful, that his characters experi-

father’s sister, Harriet, before rejoining 
their father and his new Tan zanian 
wife, Anabel. Nadia and Yasmeen 
were joined by a younger half- brother, 
Kwame, and the family moved be-
tween Dar es Salaam, Addis Ababa, 
Kampala, and Rome. Owusu briefly 
attended boarding school in the 
U.K., and spent time with her fa-
ther’s family in Ghana. (Her mother 
had returned to the United States, 
where she married a Somali man and 
had two more daughters, whom 
Owusu rarely saw.) Owusu and her 
sister might be called Afropolitan, as 
the writer Taiye Selasi terms it; they 
are global children, cosmopolitanism 
incarnate. Though of an earlier gen-
eration, I am myself the child of a 
French pied-noir father and an anglo-
phone Canadian mother, raised in 
Australia, Canada, and the States, 
with time spent in France, and I have 
particular interest in and compassion 
for Owusu’s cultural complexity, for 
the code-switcher’s attentiveness to 
what’s necessary for survival. I was 
raised to believe that this hybrid exis-
tence was the world’s future, a posi-
tive and hopeful development; but 
that was long before the current re-
surgence of bitter tribalisms, national-
isms, and authoritarian governments 
across the globe.

The gamut of Owusu’s youthful 
experiences—from her survivor’s 
instinct to be considered American 
rather than African at her British 
boarding school, and her subse-
quent cruelty to the only other 
black girl in her dorm, to her visit 
with her father to the stool house of 
the Oyoko clan, to which her grand-
father belonged, outside Kumasi, 
Ghana—make for compelling read-
ing, interspersed as they are with elu-
cidating histories of the countries 
with which she is affiliated or in 
which her family made their home. 
But this nomadic worldliness, privi-
leged but also uneasy, is not the ulti-
mate focus of Owusu’s reflection. 
Rather, it serves as the background 
to an abiding reality of isolation 
and trauma.

When Owusu was almost fourteen, 
her father died in Rome—of cancer, 
she believed, until years later when 
her stepmother told her that in fact it 
had been  AIDS. This revelation is 

Chair, Night Window, by Lois Dodd © The artist. Courtesy Alexandre Gallery, New York City
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partly responsible for her retreat to 
the blue chair. Upon their father’s 
death, Nadia and Yasmeen’s mother 
refused to take them in, and they re-
mained with their stepmother, with 
whom Owusu had a particularly dif-
ficult relationship. As a teenager, she 
was socially wild, and she was sexu-
ally assaulted, more than once. By 
the time she was an undergraduate at 
Pace University in New York, she 
was working two jobs to stay afloat. 
Not only did Owusu face the chal-
lenge of having no national or even 
physical home to return to; she 
found herself, from a perilously early 
age, without emotional support from 
her family.

In this sense, the memoir is trium-
phant: the survivor’s account of a 
thoughtful, passionate young writer 
grappling with life’s demons—with 
familial neglect and the rage of un-
met dependency; with sexual as-
sault and racism, both passive and 
active; and with the more general 
traumas of repeated cultural dis-
placement. At the end of her week 
in the blue chair, Owusu, who had 
always idolized her father, makes 
peace at last with her two mothers, 
having recognized “how little thought 
I gave to my mothers’ desires and in-
terior lives.” She performs a sacred rit-
ual to honor all who have supported 
her over the years.

But this sense of hard-won redemp-
tion doesn’t feel entirely convincing, 
given the tenor and form of the mem-
oir. Aftershocks is written in an elabo-
rately fragmented manner, looping 
and uneven, held together by the 
metaphors of the earthquake and 
the chair. But unlike the  McLaughlin 
and Davies novels, Owusu’s memoir is 
affecting despite, rather than because 
of, its structure. In a prefatory author’s 
note, Owusu explains, “I write toward 
truth, but my memory is prone to 
bouts of imagination”— even the 
memoir’s factual ground remains un-
steady. At times the book feels more a 
howl of agony intended to command 
compassion from a distance than a 
work of art created to evoke an emo-
tional experience in the reader. This 
is perhaps more generally a risk of 
memoir than of fiction, but the differ-
ence arises, too, from the artist’s con-
trol of narrative form. 

In Distant (2002), the Turkish di-
rector Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s tragi-
comic masterpiece, a small- town 

factory worker named Yusuf arrives 
in Istanbul with dreams of a sailor’s 
life. He moves in with his cousin 
Mahmut, a photographer. Most peo-
ple in the city are originally from 
somewhere else, but Mahmut has 
tried hard to forget this. His tastes 
and habits are urban, his loneliness 
too. He wears soft turtlenecks and an 
expression at once sly and weary, like 
a spent wolf. Sophistication has cur-
dled into cynicism. The shelves of his 
apartment are crammed with books 
and Bach, but all we ever see Mahmut 
do is stare at the TV, ignore his ailing 
mother’s calls, and have unhappy sex 
with a married woman. We first meet 
him eyeing her from across the room, 
then wiping down the bed: the sticki-
ness of human entanglement is what 
he must keep at bay.

Into this fastidiously guarded soli-
tude crashes Yusuf, with his naïveté 
and messiness and doughy face. But 
there are no jobs on the ships: the eco-
nomic crisis that drove him to the city 
has struck here too. Besides, it is win-
ter. Istanbul is ravishing and hostile, 
wrapped in snow. Trudging helplessly 
around the docks, Yusuf comes upon 
a massive hull keeled on its side, 
caught in the ice, an image that ap-
pears both unearthly and convincing, 
drawn from life— Ceylan’s signature. 
The pursuit of women yields no more 
success. But Yusuf is not the only one 
with foundered hopes. Mahmut has 
traded his artistic ideals for a gig pho-
tographing tiles, and his ex- wife is 
moving to Canada with another man. 

That his dopey country mouse of a 
cousin represents his best chance at 
companionship is the painful joke 
spun out until the end. With little 
more in common than their frustra-
tions and inadequacies, that neither is 
able to bridge the gulf both sharpens 
and eases the ache.

The film is a study of ennui 
made riveting by Ceylan’s delicate 
camerawork— awake to both the 
city’s glowering beauty and the minor 
calibrations of a moody face— and 
that staple of farce, the yoking of op-
posites. There are moments of deadpan 
sublime. One night the odd couple 
stay up watching Stalker, Tarkovsky’s 
unhurried epic. It is hard to say who is 
enjoying it less: intense concentration 
and screaming boredom look much 
the same. Yusuf, unable to keep his 
eyes open, makes his excuses and re-
tires. The moment he shuts the door, 
Mahmut switches to porn, his de-
meanor unchanged, only to scramble 
for the remote when Yusuf makes an 
unexpected return. He lands on a 
broad, blue- collar comedy which he is 
then forced to watch with Yusuf, hap-
pier now and wide awake, chortling 
behind him.

Distant won the Grand Prix at 
Cannes, and best actor for its two leads, 
and more awards than any other Turk-
ish film before or since. (A bittersweet 
triumph: Mehmet Emin Toprak— who 
played Yusuf, and was Ceylan’s cousin— 
was killed in a car accident soon after 
filming finished.) Ceylan dedicated 
the Cannes prize to his compatriot 
Yılmaz Güney, who had received the 
Palme d’Or two decades earlier for Yol, 
a portrait completed in exile of oppres-
sion in the wake of the 1980 military 
coup, and who was never able to bring 
his award home. He died, as Ceylan 
said in his speech, “in Paris, suffering.”

SLOW BURN
The languid pleasures of Nuri Bilge Ceylan
By Yasmine Seale

Discussed in this essay:

The films of Nuri Bilge Ceylan.

Yasmine Seale is a writer and translator liv-
ing in Istanbul. Her most recent article for 
Harper’s Magazine, “After the Revolution,” 
appeared in the January 2018 issue.
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All Ceylan’s films— one short, eight 
features— are set in Turkey (he has 
said he would not consider making 
them elsewhere) and are concerned 
with exile and entrapment of an in-
ternal kind. Distant might have 
served as a title for any of them. They 
explore what it is to be far from a 
sense of belonging, from other peo-
ple, from one’s own past or horizon: a 
cinema of the neither nor. Characters 
seek and strive, are rarely satisfied. 
Eventually they stop seeking. Often, 
something is being quietly mourned: 
lost children, blighted hopes, the 
sheer capacity for fellow feeling. 
Like other Turkish filmmakers who 
emerged in the 1990s, Ceylan is inter-
ested in the tension between personal 
and social struggles, the discontents 
of contemporary life—what is lost 
in the movement from the country 
to the city, in Turkey’s rush to mod-
ernize, or simply in the passage of 
generations. But his oeuvre offers gifts 
to the eye and soul that place him in 
a lineage beyond borders: Ozu, Kiar-
ostami, Bergman. The Stalker gag is 
all the more salty as Tarkovsky’s influ-
ence is strong.

There are no duds, no false starts. 
Three more Cannes trophies fol-
lowed those for Distant, including 
the Palme d’Or. That Ceylan began 
making features in his late thirties 

only begins to explain it. The sense 
is of an artist who emerged fully 
formed and has produced, at the rate 
of one every two or three years, less a 
sequence of films than a cosmos, 
each work reflecting and responding 
to the others. Some have found fault 
with his pessimism, his perfection-
ism, the languorous pace of his films. 
For many others, it is precisely these 
slow- burning pleasures— the control 
of composition and light, the subtle 
treatment of human complication, the 
melancholy lyricism— that set him 
among the great filmmakers of our age.

B orn in Istanbul but raised in the 
North Aegean province of 
Çanakkale, where his father 

worked as an agricultural engineer, Cey-
lan in his early films is alive both to the 
tender raptures of rural life and to its 
tedium. By then childhood was far be-
hind: after engineering studies, military 
service, spells abroad waiting tables in 
London and traveling in the Himalayas, 
taking pictures all the while, he re-
turned to Istanbul to study cinematog-
raphy but dropped out after two years 
and decided simply to start working. He 
bought an Arriflex camera and spent 
two years making the twenty- minute 
Cocoon (1995), a wistful, wordless med-
itation in black and white; juvenilia 
can sometimes look like late style. An 

elderly couple— played by Ceylan’s 
mother and father— separate, remem-
ber, sleep, reunite. Death watches. A 
restless child upsets a hive of bees. The 
wind moves through wheat like a god. 
No score but the busy, twittering world: 
birds, crickets, thunder. It is a photog-
rapher’s film, but what is being con-
templated is not simply decoration; 
it is the characters’ own emotional 
weather. This is the beginning of a 
project Ceylan will develop patiently, 
without compromise, over twenty- five 
years: an art of noticing in service to 
the unformulable stirrings of the heart, 
its troubled atmosphere.

The Small Town (1997) continues 
his monochrome sketches of child-
hood and the natural world, and pre-
figures the lure of the city. We begin 
in a classroom. It is snowing outside; 
a woodstove dominates the room. The 
day’s lesson drones on, but the cam-
era is more interested in what the 
pupils see: a feather they keep aloft 
by blowing it back and forth, a cat 
complaining at the window, or wet 
socks hung to dry above the stove, each 
drop hissing as it hits the hot metal. 
There is a sfumato quality to the young 
faces, as if painted with charcoal— 
dreamy and a little smudged, like the 
children’s attention.

We follow a brother and sister home 
across the fields. Here too, there is 

Muzaffer Özdemir in Distant. All images courtesy Nuri Bilge Ceylan/NBC Film
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wheat in motion, and oak leaves glis-
tening after the storm. Here too, a 
gentle regard for animals and those 
who make them suffer; an encounter 
with a donkey tips a sun hat to Bres-
son’s Balthazar. The children stop to 
eat plums in the dappled shade of a 
cemetery. Mixed with this pastoral 
mood are the first hints of something 
uncanny, a fantastic of the everyday, 
as when Toprak’s character, Saffet, is 
seen smoking at the fairground, an 
amusement ride at his back, the 
shrieking bodies awhirl around his 
head like mad angels. The film’s cen-
terpiece is a long, ancestral scene: 
three generations sitting around a fire 
at night (Ceylan’s own relatives are put 
to work here too). The old father is 
telling war stories; his wife is shucking 
corn. They have lost a son, but it is 
God’s will. Their other son has gone 
to college, even lived in America, and 
returned to settle here. He knows 
about Darwinism and how to say “cra-
dle of civilization” in three languages. 
But what good is all this knowledge if 
you don’t share it with anyone? That’s 

Goes On.) Muzaffer Özdemir, who 
would later portray the photographer 
in Distant, here plays another of Cey-
lan’s degraded alter egos. While the 
father lugs wood, Özdemir sits in a 
deck chair ardently filming an oak 
leaf, and when at length he rouses 
himself and offers to help chop, he 
doesn’t know how to handle the axe. 
What was once home has become lo-
cation, mined for scenic potential. 
What were relatives and neighbors are 
now forced to perform; the prodigal 
son has little time for their actual 
lives and struggles. He is neither na-
tive nor outsider, but estranged.

Ceylan’s send- up of his own voca-
tion, by breaking the spell of the first 
film, allowed an even more complex 
sensibility to emerge. The ethics, the 
blind spots of making art become his 
subject. What can be filmed? Is this 
movie more important than the an-
cient trees his father fights to save 
from logging? In Distant, too, the 
artist comes in for harsh treatment. 
We feel for both men, but it is art-
less, tasteless Yusuf who performs the 

Saffet, his nephew, who finds comfort 
neither in the family’s traditional 
rhythms nor in his uncle’s dry theories. 
The small town is a prison. Our last 
sight of him is from behind, as he 
walks down the country road toward 
his future. As with Chekhov, his great 
teacher, there is something of Ceylan 
in each of his characters: he can never 
come to judgment before it softens 
into understanding. He is at once the 
jaded elder, the young buck heading for 
disappointment, and the child dream-
ing by the fire.

While watching footage from the 
making of this film, Ceylan has said, 
he was struck by his own harshness 
in directing his family. This insight 
prompted Clouds of May (1999), 
about a cineaste who returns to his 
hometown to shoot a film. Where The 
Small Town showed off a sensitive, sin-
gular eye at work, the follow- up is a 
funny, unflattering portrait of the 
auteur as a self- absorbed tyrant. (Ki-
arostami had made a similar move 
with Through the Olive Trees, a 
behind- the- scenes sequel to And Life 

Clockwise from top left: Mehmet Emin Toprak in The Small Town; a photograph from the poster for Clouds of 
May; Ebru Ceylan and Nuri Bilge Ceylan in Climates; the filming of Climates; Mehmet Emin Toprak in Distant
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only act of real compassion, and cul-
tured Mahmut, by letting a false ac-
cusation of theft hang over his poor 
cousin, who proves to be cruel.

I f Ceylan’s men are inept with one 
another, they are worse with 
women. Climates (2006) is the 

story of a break up, one hundred min-
utes long. It starts in summer at the 
ancient ruins of Kas, in southern Tur-
key. A professor of architecture, played 
by Ceylan himself, walks around the 
broken temple taking pictures, oblivi-
ous to his girlfriend. Eventually he 
turns to her: “Are you bored?” (This 
line, the first words spoken onscreen 
by a director often accused of lon-
gueurs, is a very Ceylan joke—more 
deadpan than this, you’d be dead.) The 
couple’s love, too, has crumbled; we are 
not told why. At the beach, the woman, 
Bahar, goes to sit by the shoreline 
while the man, Isa, looks out to sea 
from his spot further inland. By a trick 
of perspective, the camera, placed be-
hind Isa, shows them side by side, her 
miniature form hovering near his 

¸

shoulder like a bad conscience. In the 
distance is a boat, the tip of their 
wonky triangle, moving away. Ceylan 
excels at images like this: tableaux, in 
the realist style, of interior life. 
The pair separate. It is Isa we then 
follow, and Isa we trust least to tell us 
what went wrong. There are clues. He 
drops in on an old lover; a scene of 
brutal sex follows. It is difficult to 
watch, not because it is graphic but 
because we don’t know what we are 
watching. To the onlooker, the sex is 
hard to distinguish from rape. The 
horror of the scene is its illegibility. 
The film’s point— a perverse one for 
a visual medium— seems to be how 
little we see, how little we can trust 
what we are shown.

That winter, Isa tracks down Bahar 
in a snowy eastern province where she 
is working on a melodrama. He gives 
her an absurd gift: a plastic music box 
playing “Für Elise,” smuggled from 
Dubai. Later he finds her alone in a van 
and tells her he is changed, he wants 
another chance. His monologue is in-
terrupted by the TV crew, who are load-

ing the van with their gear— another 
joke at auteur cinema’s expense. 
That night, she comes to his hotel 
room. There is a hazy suite of shots, 
close- ups of hair and eyes, a hand 
dangling a cigarette. It is less a scene 
than a kind of trance. Whatever it is 
they are doing— parting, remember-
ing, sleeping— we catch the feeling. 
Bahar’s name means spring, the film’s 
missing season: there will be no re-
newal, no resumption. People, it turns 
out, do not change much. This may 
be cinema in its pure state. Little hap-
pens; neither character is likable; the 
film— languid, ruminative, beauti-
fully ambiguous— is hard to forget.

Bahar is played by Ebru Ceylan, a 
photographer who had just married 
the director. There is something 
amulet like in casting yourself and 
your new bride as a miserable cou-
ple, just as there is in filming end-
less satires of yourself. Even that 
“Are you bored?” is a form of man-
agement. If I tell you I’m unbearable 
you can’t say I’m unbearable. Ceylan 
has said in interviews that cinema is 
like therapy, a place to put the dark-
ness and say “Lights!”

In the early films he does it all 
himself, relying on his life for ma-

terial, his own home for location, 
his family and friends for cast. After 
Distant, he can afford not to. For Cli-
mates he engages a cinematographer, 
Gökhan Tiryaki, who will shoot all 
his subsequent films, and a French 
sound designer, Olivier Dô Huu. New 
directions become possible. Almost 
more chilling than the sex/rape scene 
is the moment, a few minutes earlier, 
when the pair are sitting apart, and 
Ceylan’s character is eating hazelnuts. 
The volume is raised to such a pitch 
we hear them crack like bones be-
tween his teeth. We have learned 
enough about this cold, controlling 
man; the ferocity that follows is all 
but superfluous.

Three Monkeys (2008) goes further. It 
is perhaps Ceylan’s most experimental 
film in terms of color and sound. It is 
also his darkest, and contains, by my 
reckoning, the oeuvre’s only unredeem-
able character. A politician, Servet, falls 
asleep at the wheel and kills someone 
on a dark road. Elections are approach-
ing; he persuades his driver, Eyüp, to 
take the fall. The deal is irresistible: 
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nine months of jail for a big payoff at 
the end. While he is inside, his wife, 
Hacer, is drawn into an affair with Ser-
vet. Of course, it ends badly— the cycle 
of violence renewed, the stain of cor-
ruption spreading. It would be pulp if it 
wasn’t so painterly. This is a sallow noir 
in greens and grays, with stabs of red 
throughout. The ringtone on Hacer’s 
phone, a lovesick pop song, punctuates 
the drama like a Greek chorus: “I hope 
your heart is made to melt . . . ”

Most of the film takes place in the 
family’s small top- floor apartment on a 
narrow block tapering to a point, like 
a grounded ship. Beside the building 
are train tracks and beyond it, the 
ocean— less a vista than a taunt. The 
whole thing might have been prompted 
by a line in Crime and Punishment: “Do 
you understand what it means when 
you have absolutely nowhere to turn?” 
The doomed family are often backlit, 
like shadow puppets— the playthings 
of larger forces. On a jail visit, 
the driver puts his suspicions to his 
son: “Is there someone else?” The line 
might also be translated as “Do we 
have anyone besides each other?” 
Their conversation, in close- up shots 
and countershots, appears to show 
them both behind bars. A breeze 
blowing through white curtains is one 
of the few moments of relief.

The critic Roger Ebert quipped in 
his review that the first five minutes 
of Three Monkeys, the scene of the 
hit- and- run, contains more action 
than all of Distant. Ceylan is realiz-
ing he can have it all: the satisfac-
tions of genre and the rigors of art. 
He can give the people what they 
want and break new ground.

“You know what is new for us?” 
asks a character in the modernist 
writer Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar’s 1949 
novel Huzur. 

Not Éluard’s poetry nor Stavrogin’s tor-
ment. What is new for us is a murder, a 
land dispute or divorce happening this 
evening in the tiniest Turkish village 
in the most far- off corner of Anatolia.

Ceylan has said of the small- town bu-
reaucracy he witnessed as a child that 
“everyone was trying to humiliate each 
other.” The plainest faits divers, his 
films insist, are epics in waiting. Once 
Upon a Time in Anatolia (2011) is high 

art made of red tape, a metaphysi-
cal quest in the guise of a cop pro-
cedural. This is Ceylan at his most 
formally austere: the title promises a 
western, but it looks more like The 
Seventh Seal. For the first two hours 
we follow a convoy of cars scouring a 
hillside, at night, for a corpse. Don’t 
worry: boredom is the point. Only 
with this experience of real time can 
we be brought to the same pitch of 
despair as the search party. Police, 
prosecutor, doctor, diggers— and the 
suspect, who won’t say where he hid 
the body. 

In this theater of the absurd, ordi-
nary phenomena— a strong wind, a 
power cut— take on mythic force. We 
are both half- awake and hyper alert, 
our attention forced toward details 
that might otherwise pass us by. The 
empty moments a whodunit would 
skip over are Ceylan’s meat. Through 
the men’s conversations— on yogurt, 
prostates, suicide, marriage, the EU— 
ancillary dramas are played out until 
each is led to his own private epi-
phany. A rest stop at the mayor’s house 
offers one of Ceylan’s most profoundly 
moving scenes: the apparition of the 
mayor’s daughter, holding a candle— a 
vision of such cathartic grace after the 
night’s ordeal that it prompts the sus-
pect to confess. But it is just a clearing, 
not a climax. No final revelation is at 
hand. The autopsy only raises further 
questions, turning the searchlight back 
on the young doctor— our erstwhile 
hero— who performed it.

Are we as virtuous as we think 
we are? This is the subject of 
Winter Sleep (2014). Aydin, 

an aging former actor, runs a hotel 
he has inherited in the otherworldly 
region of Cappadocia. He lives with 
two women who despise him: his di-
vorced sister Necla and his beautiful, 
cheerless wife, Nihal. Unlike in Cli-
mates, the relationship has not so 
much decayed as pickled, soured into 
stasis. Cappadocia is a post volcanic 
landscape. This marriage, too, ap-
pears to be a wintry plain shaped by 
past eruptions. Once again, an intel-
lectual sees his authority under-
mined. We are not given the key but 
told to look for it. Aydin likes to tell 
his guests what Omar Sharif once 
told him: acting is all about honesty. 

Harmless enough, you think. In fact 
it’s doubly self- serving— the smug-
ness and the name- dropping— and 
triply offensive for seeming benign. 
Aydin is like this: not a monster, but 
insufferable at length to those who 
know him. (Ceylan’s names are often 
meaningful, usually ironic. Aydin 
means enlightened. Isa, the cruel 
lead in Climates, means Jesus.)

The hotel came with its surround-
ing cottages. Aydin is a landlord, but 
delegates the dirty work of evicting 
tenants to his aide, leaving him free to 
write patronizing columns in the local 
paper and to read out admiring letters 
from his fans. His study is lined with 
masks and mirrors, but the pompous 
face he presents to the world deceives 
only himself. We are two hours in 
when Nihal finally gives it to him 
straight: “You are an unbearable 
man  . . . Conscience. Morals. Princi-
ples. These are the words you use to 
humiliate others.” It was while watch-
ing this scene that I realized how 
much Turkish sounds like Swedish; 
Bergman’s spirit flickers in the tense 
firelight. Here too, judgment refuses to 
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settle. The script’s skill is to turn over 
every argument like an opal until it 
glows, more complex than the sum of 
its colors. (You sense the work of many 
hands; Ebru Ceylan has co- written all 
the films since Climates, sometimes 
with others.) Dialogue doesn’t tell us 
much, Ceylan has said, because “in 
real life we always lie.” Anyway, people 
don’t listen. One of the film’s first ex-
changes goes like this: “Would you like 
some coffee?” “I gathered some mush-
rooms.” But it doesn’t sound like Beck-
ett. It sounds like you and me.

The later films approach the texture 
of life: opaque, spasmodic, slow then 
fast then slow. The last two hit the 
three- hour mark. Controlled, sinewy 
structures have relaxed into a novelistic 
bagginess. The Wild Pear Tree (2018), 
Ceylan’s latest, is rambling in all the 
good ways: full of walking, talking, 
the expansive tendriled growth of cer-
tain plants. It is the story of Sinan, 
fresh out of college, who returns to his 
sleepy hometown in western Turkey, 
near the ruins of Troy. Where else is 
there to turn? Choices are slim: blow 
his youth on a teaching post in the 

provinces, or sign up for the riot police 
like his fellow literature graduates? He 
has produced a manuscript, a collection 
of musings on local life he describes as 
a “quirky metafiction.” He simply needs 
to raise the funds to publish it. But help 
is not forthcoming: his father, a lovable 
wastrel, has gambled away his teacher’s 
salary and escapes every weekend to dig 
a well on a hill everyone knows is dry. 
And neither the mayor nor a local sand 
tycoon, in two marvelously bathetic set 
pieces, will fund a project with so little 
commercial value. Why doesn’t he just 
write about Troy? Why not give the 
people what they want?

Many of Ceylan’s men are tough-
ened, even numbed, by life’s blows. 
The films tend to describe a loss of in-
nocence. Sinan’s journey is different: 
defeat will open and soften him, 
bring him closer to the gentle, dead-
beat father he resembles than his ar-
gumentative, cocksure younger self 
would like. His coming of age plays 
out in long philosophical discus-
sions, each like a one- act play, includ-
ing a twenty- minute meander on the 
meaning of life with two imams. It’s 

more than a talkie; it’s more like Dos-
toevsky. Digressions on faith, morality, 
free will, nostalgia, and religious re-
form would creak if they weren’t so 
light- footed. The Wild Pear Tree has a 
gnarled, complicated appeal: long, 
twisted branches bearing bittersweet 
fruit, which require time and effort 
to digest.

Not that Ceylan has lost his flair for 
sheer visual delight. Near the begin-
ning, Sinan runs into his old flame, 
Hatice. The countryside around them 
is ablaze with autumn light. In a bath 
of gold between two trees, they talk, 
tease, madden each other, kiss. We 
know all this by suggestion. Gone are 
the quick- fire shots and countershots. 
The camera hovers in the leaves, in 
Hatice’s hair. We see their mouths 
meet from the treetop, through the 
rustling canopy. Then she bites him—
a rare moment, in this masculine 
world, where a woman does something 
that suggests an inner life. The wound 
will stain his lip for most of the film. 
Embedded in the large, loose narrative 
are the techniques of poetry: a slant 
approach, cutting deep. 

Stills from Once Upon a Time in Anatolia (top left); The Wild Pear 
Tree (top right and bottom left); and Three Monkeys (bottom right)
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REALITY UNDER MY SKIN
Tove Ditlevsen’s relentless clarity
By Lauren Oyler

Discussed in this essay:

The Copenhagen Trilogy: Childhood, Youth, Dependency, by Tove Ditlevsen. Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux. 384 pages. $30.

Lauren Oyler’s most recent article for 
Harper’s Magazine, “Le Mot Juste,” ap-
peared in the October 2020 issue. Her first 
novel, Fake Accounts, will be published 
next month by Catapult.

A re you sad? Unmoored? Con-
fused? As a child were you 
deemed “sensitive,” as a young 

person “fragile”? Do others comment 
that you seem emotionally unsuited to 
the life you admittedly can’t believe 
you’re still living? Are your feelings often 
hurt? Do you believe that everything 
used to be better, but struggle to come 

up with examples of how? Does the 
thought of reality make you want to go 
back to bed? Are you in bed right now?

If so, I have some book recommenda-
tions for you. In recent years, the femi-
nist project of uncovering “forgotten” 
female writers and artists has yielded—
among other fruits—a steady stream of 
“rediscovered” mid-twentieth-century 
works that those of us prone to 
weltschmerz may find pleasantly, or 
painfully, “relatable,” to use a contem-
porary publicity standard. My favorites 
are those that fall into a genre I 

call, affectionately, “sad girls in Europe.” 
Experimental yet accessible, the books 
depict a female self fragmented by his-
tory, circumstance, and failing relation-
ships that cannot be entirely chalked up 
to history or circumstance, and they’re 
written in prose that is consummately 
composed even as the protagonist’s life 
and mind are falling apart. Being sensi-
tive does not mean being precious; it can 
produce a shaky resilience, and a ruth-
less clarity that illuminates the self as 
well as the rest of the world. Textual 
weirdness is dutifully contextualized: 
“For a long time I have been lonely, cold 
and miserable,” begins Anna Kavan’s 
story “Going Up in the World.” “I told 
Helen my story and she went home and 
cried,” goes the opening to Barbara Co-
myns’s novel Our Spoons Came from 
Woolworths. Similarities between the 
author’s life and work need not be 
defensively rejected; there is a sense 
among these writers that distinctions 
between what is and is not “reality” 
are hopelessly beside the point—all 
experience is real. Kavan, Comyns, 
Susan Taubes, and Helen Weinzweig 
are a few new additions to a canon that 
includes Jean Rhys, Marguerite Duras, 
and even, you could argue, Virginia 
Woolf. (In this framework, dreams of 
Europe, hallucinations of Europe, and 
the United Kingdom all qualify as “in 
Europe.”) As a bonus for those of us of-
ten lacking life force, the books are usu-
ally pretty short.

The brief biography accompanying 
advance copies of the reissue of Tove 
Ditlevsen’s The Copenhagen Trilogy, a set 
of compact memoirs translated by Tiina 
Nunnally and Michael Favala Goldman, 
announces her as one of these authors. 

Tove Ditlevsen was born in 1917 in a 
working-class neighborhood in Co-
penhagen. Her first volume of poetry 
was published when she was in her 
early twenties, and was followed by 
many more books, including her three 
brilliant volumes of memoir, Child-
hood (1967), Youth (1967), and Depen-
dency (1971). She married four times 
and struggled with alcohol and drug 
abuse throughout her adult life until 
her death by suicide.

It’s all there: the historical obstacle 
(working class, 1917, she/her), the es-
sential talent (early twenties), the 
foregrounded self (brilliant mem-

Photograph of Tove Ditlevsen © Jette Ladegaard/Ritzau Scanpix/AP Images
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oir) tragically distorted (the entire 
last sentence).

Something about this biography 
irks me. The mention of four mar-
riages is a little unfair; the first two 
were over by the time she was twenty-
eight. But the real problem is not that 
the details are wrong— many of them 
have even been removed from the 
final text of the book. The real prob-
lem is that they indicate the degree 
to which the “sad girls in Europe” 
have become a marketing cliché, el-
evated from the domain of steadfast 
bloggers and thoughtful small presses 
to the interest of major cultural insti-
tutions, as with the New York Times’s 
Overlooked obituary series, or the 
wildly Instagrammable 2018–19 Hilma 
af Klint show at the Guggenheim.

Is that bad? Not necessarily. But 
when great work finds a wider audience, 
it often finds more opportunities to be 
misinterpreted. To summarize a life as 
consisting of four marriages, alcohol 
and drug abuse, and death by suicide 
not only glamorizes hardship; it shines 
an ugly fluorescent light on the writing, 
washing out the aesthetic choices that 
render Ditlevsen’s representation of 
those experiences so affecting. It also 
makes it difficult not to read her life’s 
work in the context of its tragic, cer-
tainly not predestined end. Ditlevsen 
does not fit neatly in the lineage of hot 
messes whose writing can only be ap-
preciated in light of their unjustly fe-
male circumstances and put-upon 
psyches; she was a writer first and a 
mess second. She was not ignored by 
the establishment; she was simply cel-
ebrated somewhere other than the 
United States or the United Kingdom. 
She won many awards in her lifetime, 
and one of her novels, Barndommens 
gade (Childhood Street), was adapted 
for film in the 1980s and voted one of 
the best Danish books of the century 
in 1999. Her work is now taught in 
Danish schools. 

In addition to her dozens of books of 
poetry and prose, in 1956 Ditlevsen’s 
famously clear-eyed approach to the 
“small, everyday problems” of life as a 
woman led to a pragmatic advice col-
umn in the women’s magazine Familie 
Journal, and her more than four thou-
sand contributions were recently pub-
lished as a collection and featured in a 
documentary series produced by the 

Danish Broadcasting Corporation. She 
has the Scandinavian talent for balanc-
ing emotion and detachment, for as-
sessing dramatic feelings directly, and 
for describing insanity sanely; maybe it 
has something to do with social democ-
racy and long, dark winters. (She once 
gave her thoughts on hygge, the Danish 
concept of coziness that went viral a 
few years ago: “a fickle guest which 
comes when it suits it and most often 
when no one has called for it.”) Even 
though she wrote all three volumes of 
the trilogy, as well as her last novel, 
Wilhelm’s Room, during hospital stays, 
the publication of Dependency shocked 
many readers, who hadn’t known she 
was an addict. “The big advertising roar 
has been appalling and I fear that the 
book’s literary intention is drowning in 
sensation,” she told an interviewer. 
While it’s natural to be drawn to an 
author’s life story, even one like this—
it suggests, rightly, that she had experi-
ences that drew her close to what is 
difficult to approach—one’s life story 
is supposed to serve the work, not 
the other way around. What’s more, the 
advertising roar isn’t exactly feminist.

D itlevsen was born in Copen-
hagen’s Vesterbro district in 
1917, though she was known 

to claim it was 1918, as she does in 
Childhood. She introduces the fib as 
follows: “There exist certain facts. They 
are stiff and immovable, like the lamp-
posts in the street, but at least they 
change in the evening when the lamp-
lighter has touched them with his 
magic wand.” She grew up sharing a 
bedroom with her parents, in a two-
room apartment in the back of their 
building; her older brother, Edvin, who 
“knows everything—about the world 
and society, too,” slept on the sofa.

Her childhood was filled with tiny 
heartbreaks and traumas. Her mother, 
Alfrida, a housewife, was volatile, “mys-
terious and disturbing”; every morning 
Tove would wake up hoping to find her 
in a good mood, and throughout the 
day the “no-man’s-land” between them 
would become more and more danger-
ous; her mother’s “violent and irritated 
movements” while getting dressed, “as 
if every piece of clothing were an in-
sult to her,” would destroy the young 
girl’s spirit. Alfrida bitterly resented 
her husband, Ditlev; the way she 

talked about him, as a “dark spirit who 
crushes and destroys everything that is 
beautiful and light and lively,” did not 
sound to Tove like her father at all. 
Ditlev, a laborer and an avowed social-
ist, was “big and black and old like the 
stove, but there is nothing about him 
that I’m afraid of.” Though she could 
gather information about her mother 
through careful observation and canny 
assessment, everything she knew about 
her father she was “allowed to know, 
and if I want to know anything else, I 
just have to ask.”

Outside, the cast of neighborhood 
characters includes Scabie Hans; his 
thirteen-year-old lover, Rapunzel; Tin 
Snout; Curly Charles; The Hollow Leg 
(aka Tove’s uncle Carl); Pretty Lili; 
and Pretty Ludvig. Neither of the lat-
ter are pretty; writing from the per-
spective of her childhood self, as she 
does throughout, Ditlevsen explains, 
“Everything that is ugly or unfortu-
nate is called beautiful, and no one 
knows why.” Older girls gossip and 
intimidate her from their regular perch 
in “the trash-can corner” of the court-
yard. She is surrounded by drunks, 
prostitutes, fights, and unwanted preg-
nancies, a possible future she has 
quickly learned to fear. Her father is 
never secure in his job, and aging out 
of the ability to find a new one. 
Sometimes there is not enough food, 
and the family lives for days on cof-
fee and stale pastry. On top of all this, 
Ditlevsen is a delicate, observant child, 
prone to finding indications of hope-
lessness in daily life. When she real-
izes her parents got married only two 
months before her brother was born—
they tell her the firstborn only gestates 
for two months—she thinks that “the 
worst thing about grownups” is that 
“they can never admit that just once 
in their lives they’ve acted wrongly or 
irresponsibly. They’re so quick to judge 
others, but they never hold Judgement 
Day for themselves.”

What might seem in other writers a 
retroactive precocity is believable here. 
Ditlevsen is self-deprecating and effec-
tive at conveying the fish-eye view of a 
child in a claustrophobic environment; 
she understands that part of the mem-
oirist’s job is to remember how life felt 
and synthesize it in a way she couldn’t 
have at the time. “Childhood is long 
and narrow like a coffin, and you can’t 
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get out of it on your own,” she writes. 
“It’s there all the time and everyone 
can see it just as clearly as you can see 
Pretty Ludvig’s harelip.” Her embarrass-
ment at being seen clearly, as she sees 
others, shapes her later resistance to 
reality. From a young age, she wants 
to grow up and become a poet—cru-
cially, one who earns money—in part as 
a kind of defense mechanism against 
the world’s manifold cruelties. When her 
mother’s subtle hostility would emerge, 
she writes, lines “began to crawl across 
my soul like a protective membrane,” 
until one day her bad moods ceased to 
matter. Still, childhood becomes a sym-
bol of lifelong trauma:

On the sly, you observe the adults 
whose childhood lies inside them, torn 
and full of holes like a used and moth-
eaten rug no one thinks about any-
more or has any use for. You can’t tell 
by looking at them that they’ve had a 
childhood, and you don’t dare ask how 
they managed to make it through 
without their faces getting deeply 
scarred and marked by it. You suspect 
that they’ve used some secret shortcut 
and donned their adult form many 
years ahead of time.

No one in her family supported her 
aspiration to become a poet, of course. 
Her father might have—he appren-
ticed as a reporter at sixteen, and he 
dreamed of writing for the rest of his 
life—but he had strictly ideological 
tastes, and he didn’t believe girls 
could be poets. He approves when 
his daughter returns from the library 
with Les Misérables—though he doesn’t 
like it when she “didactically and self-
importantly” corrects his pronuncia-
tion of “Hugo”—but when she brings 
home poetry collections, he tells her 
that “they have nothing to do with 
reality,” not realizing that that is pre-
cisely the appeal. (In turn, he is sub-
jected to similar remarks from his wife: 
“People turn strange from reading,” she 
scoffs when she finds him holding a 
book. “Everything written in books is 
a lie.”) When Edvin finds his sister’s 
secret notebook full of poems, he 
laughs at them hysterically and tells 
her, “You’re really full of lies.”

He has a point—the poems are outra-
geous. Ditlevsen’s romantic attachment 
to poetry showed in her first efforts, 
many of which are dryly reproduced in 
these memoirs. “I thought my poems 

covered the bare places in my childhood 
like the fine, new skin under a scab that 
hasn’t yet fallen off completely,” she 
writes. “Would my adult form be shaped 
by my poems? I wondered.” Copying 
hymns, ballads, and poems from the 
end of the previous century, she writes 
about “a wanton life filled with interest-
ing conquests” or else composes what 
is best described as Victorian emo. 
After she returns from three months 
in the hospital, where she recovered 
from diphtheria, she notes, “I wrote 
poetry exclusively like this”:

Wistful raven-black night,
kindly you wrap me in darkness,
so calm and mild, my soul you bless,
making me drowsy and light . . .
 
Quietly I sleep,
blessed night, my best friend.
Tomorrow I’ll wake to life again
my soul in sorrow deep.

She matures into no mere moody 
teenager; she is deeply depressed and 
begins to think of death “as a friend.” 
Edvin moves out and gets a job as a 
painter’s apprentice, which gives him 
a chronic cough and damages his 
lungs. Her friends begin meeting boys; 
her enduring virginity is commented 
upon. Soon, her aversion to being a 
child transforms into dread of what 
faces her as an adult. She leaves school 
at fourteen, to the understanding re-
gret of her teachers, in order to work.

At the beginning of Youth, she quits 
or is fired from a series of jobs. (Among 
the bloopers is a scene in which she 
attempts to wash a grand piano because 
she has been instructed to “brush all of 
the furniture with water,” and deciding 
pianos must count as furniture, covers 
it with hundreds of fine scratches; her 
mother helps her ghost the boss.) Re-
garding politics, she is always sort of 
with it but not especially interested. 
When her boyfriend discusses socialism 
with her father, she writes, “I like to 
hear him develop this plan, because it 
would further my own personal interests 
if the poor came to power.” She needs 
to find a husband, because she wants to 
have children, and because “a girl has 
to be supported.”

As she begins going to dances and 
parties, it’s hard to ignore the parallels 
between her blossoming life and her 
mother’s memories of a lively youth, 

with “a new boyfriend every night,” cut 
short by her relationship with the dark 
spirit that is Ditlev. The ease with which 
Tove resists her family’s skepticism about 
literature doesn’t translate to other les-
sons they taught her. At eighteen, she 
moves into a boardinghouse and rushes 
into an engagement so she can lose her 
virginity—“I’m not very passionate,” the 
boy tells her; “I don’t think I am either,” 
she replies—even though many of her 
friends aren’t at all held back by similar 
beliefs. The pair break it off, but she 
becomes increasingly antsy.

The opportunities for a young 
working-class woman to publish poetry 
during the Great Depression were lim-
ited, but they did expose her to several 
potential husbands. A boy introduces 
her to an editor who reads some of her 
juvenilia and promises to help her when 
she’s a little older; before she is a little 
older, she happens to read in the news-
paper that the editor has died. A friend 
hoping to get the pair of them jobs as 
chorus girls introduces her to an older 
man who lets her borrow books and 
discusses them with her; one day she 
goes to visit him and finds his entire 
building has been demolished. Finally, 
at a dance, a boy tells her about a jour-
nal, Wild Wheat, that publishes young 
and unknown writers. She sends some 
poems to the editor, Viggo F. Møller, 
who writes back that he would like to 
publish one—“To My Dead Child,” a 
poem about a miscarriage, something 
she hasn’t experienced—and to meet 
her. She tells her mother, who jokes that 
the editor probably wants to marry her. 
“If he’s single, I have nothing against 
marrying him. Entirely sight unseen.” 
This, too, ends abruptly, but first she 
publishes a book of poems, Pigesind, or 
A Girl’s Mind, just as En gland declares 
war on Germany.

The third volume of the trilogy, 
Dependency, begins with Tove 
having married Viggo F., who is 

kind, impotent, the center of a glamor-
ous literary scene, somewhat repugnant, 
and much too old for her. She sends her 
first novel, A Child Was Harmed, to a 
publisher, and it is rejected with a note 
“insinuating that I have been reading 
too much Freud. I don’t even know who 
Freud is”—a darkly comic omen. She 
sells it to the next publisher. The rest of 
the book descends harrowingly; Tove’s 
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star rises as her life sputters and then 
explodes. (The book’s Danish title, Gift, 
means both “poison” and “married.”) 
Her characteristic long paragraphs and 
simple sentences create a confessional 
effect. In fewer than 150 pages, Depen-
dency summarizes each of Ditlevsen’s 
four marriages, including the extremely 
bad one. From Viggo F., she has an affair 
with a classic scoundrel and from there 
swings to an economics student, Ebbe, 
who becomes her second husband. He 
is suitable except that he doesn’t want 
to have a child, as she does; when they 
do, he begins drinking heavily as well as 
dabbling in the resistance to the Ger-
man occupation. Another pregnancy 
ends in an illegal abortion. Then, at 
a Tubercular Ball—an event hosted 
at a dormitory for patients being treated 
for TB—she has a one-night stand with 
an intense, flattering, “quite ugly” doc-
tor. “You get pregnant just walking 
through a draft,” her friend sighs.

Like her 1968 novel The Faces, which 
Nunnally describes as “strongly autobio-
graphical,” Dependency turns into a 
relentless, highly controlled account of 
the experience of madness. Tove visits 
the doctor, Carl, to ask him to help her 
“get rid of it.” He tells her he’ll perform 
a curettage, no problem, and also he’s 
been reading everything she has ever 
written, they should get married, their 
child would be lovely, and by the way, “I 
have to tell you that I am a little crazy.”

You think that it would be pretty far 
to go from here to weighing sixty- six 
pounds and being permanently deaf in 
one ear, but actually it is not that far at 
all. Tove remains interested only in the 
abortion until Carl gives her the pain-
killer that goes with it, which has her 
returning his confession of true love. 
As the drug begins to wear off on her 
way home, she feels “as if a gray, slimy 
veil covers whatever my eyes see” and 
she becomes “preoccupied with the 
single thought of doing it again.” Two 
sentences later, we learn that “Ebbe has 
since died, but whenever I try to recall 
his face, I always see him the way he 
looked that day I told him there was 
someone else.” Ebbe asks, “Do you 
think he can give you an outlook on 
life?” and she responds, “I don’t think 
an outlook on life is something people 
give one another.”

Ditlevsen is a master of slow realiza-
tion, quick characterization, and con-

cise ironies. She becomes catastroph-
ically addicted to Demerol, and to 
pills, almost immediately. She moves 
in with Carl and decides to have a 
baby with him in order to “bind [him] 
to me even more.” After a while, to get 
more Demerol she lies to him about 
having chronic earaches. This is the 
moment we realize he really is crazy; a 
friend of his comes over and tells Tove 
that Carl has become fixated on re-
searching ear maladies. It is apparent, 
but never certain, that Carl is giving 
her drugs to control her; in an earlier 
scene, he shows up to a nice dinner she’s 
at with Evelyn Waugh and makes her 
come home. Carl’s obsession with 
her fake ear problem intensifies. An ear 
doctor tells her nothing is wrong; Carl 
demands a second opinion from the 
doctor’s rival. Tove is ultimately con-
vinced to go along with an unnecessary 
surgery by the prospect of “all the De-
merol I want.” She wakes up in the kind 
of pain that makes her realize she had 
never experienced real pain before, but 
it doesn’t matter much: “When we got 
home I had a shot and thought, This is 
how I always want to live. I never want 
to return to reality again.”

The appeal of a memoir is not that it 
contains stable facts, but rather a stable 
perspective, and part of the propulsion 
of these odd books is Ditlevsen’s steadi-
ness. Eventually, Tove crawls to the 
phone and gets herself admitted to a 
rehab facility, and Carl taken to an asy-
lum; they never see each other again. 
Unlike in The Faces, where she uses a 
nearly constant stream of (incredible) 
metaphors to represent the protagonist’s 
untrustworthy feelings and hallucina-
tions, here Ditlevsen is declarative: at 
the hospital, the sheets are “always full 
of my excrement”; the intervals between 
her shots of Demerol are excruciatingly 
long; she sees herself in the mirror and 
sobs, “I look like I’m seventy.” As she 
recovers, haltingly, she meets her fourth 
husband, the editor Victor Andreasen, 
whom she has heard about from mutual 
friends. Their marriage lasts twenty 
years, almost as long as her addiction 
and her discomfort with the feeling of 
“reality under my skin.”

T hough she was a prolific writer 
until her death, Ditlevsen felt 
in her later years that, despite 

her fame, she hadn’t gotten as much 
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respect as she deserved; following her 
divorce from Andreasen in 1973, she 
was overlooked for a major prize and 
attempted suicide. Her unlikely suc-
cess as an advice columnist must have 
had to do with her ability to see herself 
as clearly as she saw others, which 
involved seeing how she was different. 

When I got that column, I thought: 
You can never do that. If I was already 
having a hard time coping with my 
own problems, how would I deal with 
other people’s problems? But then I dis-
covered that it actually went very well, 
precisely because I myself have not 
walked the straight, beaten path from 
cradle to grave.

Throughout the memoirs, normalcy 
and reality are tense, tortured concepts; 
Ditlevsen writes that she knew she was 
not “normal” and desperately wished 
she were. Barring that, she writes of “the 
curtain that is always hanging between 
me and reality” which “turns gray and 
perforated, like a spider web” when 
something hard and immovable—an 
unwanted pregnancy, or the symptoms 
of a comedown—happens to her. It’s 
difficult to understand this: Her hind-
sight is subtle and non- judgmental, and 
she seems neither to derive strength 
from nor to emphasize her own weak-
ness in writing about herself. There 
doesn’t seem to be much between her 
mind and the rest of the world.

But for people whose sense of real-
ity is volatile, the written word and 
its shifty “lies” offer a strange kind of 
stability. Taubes described this in her 
recently reissued novel Divorcing: 

Books were better than dreams or life . . . 
you know where you are: you’re in a 

book . . . You can be dreaming and not 
know it. You can be awake and wonder 
if it’s a dream and not believe it. But a 
book is simply and always a book—you 
can be sure of that. And with a book, 
whether you’re reading it or writing it, 
you are awake.

What is superficially unstable is re-
vealed to have a much deeper con-
nection to real events than it appears; 
it’s the book’s separation from reality 
that allows it to express what is 
true. Similarly, when Ditlevsen pub-
lished her first poetry collection, she 
thought, “The book will always ex-
ist, regardless of how my fate takes 
shape.” To bring things back to mar-
keting, this means you don’t have to 
advertise that an author died by sui-
cide on the back of her book. The 
work is important; the fate is merely 
a fact. 
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PUZZLE

FANTASYLAND
By Richard E. Maltby Jr.

The completed diagram will leave seven 
spaces unfilled. Clever solvers, however, will have 
no problem locating how to fill them. (There’s a 
musical connection.)

Clue answers include eleven proper nouns 
and two foreign words. As always, mental re-
punctuation of a clue is the key to its solution. 
The so lution to last month’s puzzle appears on 
page 69. 

across
 1. Rascal reportedly rose, e.g., to be a noodle-maker (9, 5)
 11. Roams all over the place pursuing a bakery’s asset (6)
 13. Conclusions drawn from book you turned to for 

singular praise (4)
 15. Perform in drag, perhaps, shaking up NYC, taking 

slip off first (3-4)
 16. An egg’s scrambled with holy water? (6)
 19. Visionary group rearmed (7)
 21. Locks’ casing turned back to wind (3, 3)
 24. Most of Italians fall short of becoming a Pope! (3)
 25. Honoring party that’s sorta different? (5)
 27. Skimpy list (4)
 30. Head coverings in urban areas (5)
 31. Eruptions that go in cooler direction (4)
 32. Alabama’s first victory is a Mobile company (4)
 34. Exercises by virtue of being in streets (6)
 36. Stars with leads in series under network system (4)
 38. One who might inherit one of the previous, they say! (3)
 40. Kind of acid that treats E. coli (5)
 41. Latin movie star gets roiled . . . roiled up (3, 3)
 46. Knight’s exploits have, in being spread around,  

zero content (7)
 47. Set out live ammo user (5)
 48. A sea coming with full force (5)
 49. Press? Don’t start to throw up! (4)
 50. What a prostitute traditionally does for soldiers  

and sailors? (10)
 51. Inhabitants of their European country (4)
 52. Rude Canadian socks Republican (5)
 53. Flies go to them—nasty red flies (8)
down
 1. Showing bad manners, had bags for food at a pub (7, 3, 4)

 2. Biblical cuckold with up-turned hair (5)
 3. Make up for coincidental initiative (4)
 4. Viewing what follows a ship (4)
 5. Scrape through weekends (3)
 6. New Year’s word having a dual identity? (4)
 7. Turn of phrase, initially—it’s dandy (3)
 8. Food for galas prepared following uplifting article? 

Quite the opposite! (7)
 9. I comply with preparation for big game pursuits? (7)
 10. Outbreaks seen requiring involvement of  

CDC rescuer (14)
 12. Something precious upset the little woman (3)
 14. Ride unpleasantly, being critical (4)
 17. Caesar taking on an ancient city (5)
 18. Droid’s first name, almost, is Stella’s last name? (6)
 20. Spirit shown by an antelope, mostly (4)
 22. Group of countries is, in place of peace (5)
 23. Socrates, e.g.—he left heathen with a name that 

follows one (8)
 26. Displayed what’s upcoming: we distributed vino (2, 4)
 28. Curve appearing twice here! (3)
 29. One searching for quainter elements? (8)
 33. Virus reshaped limits of vaccine, getting to make it (7)
 35. Holding line, doctors reduce having bedsores (7)
 37. Coins collected by sound (5)
 39. It’s nothing to a Native American (3)
 40. It’s a sign of power. Get it up, dude! (3)
 42. They’re not square-shaped rails (5)
 43. If the letters get changed, one might do heavy lifting! (5)
 44. Weep embarrassingly about everything, starting to 

become a singer (5)
 45. Someone learning to farm marble (5)

Contest Rules: Send completed diagram with name and address to “Fantasyland,” Harper’s Magazine, 666 Broadway, New York, N.Y. 10012. If 
you already subscribe to Harper’s, please include a copy of your latest mailing label. Entries must be received by January 8. The sender of the first 
correct solution opened at random will receive a one-year subscription to Harper’s Magazine (limit one winner per household per year). The winner’s 
name will be printed in the March issue. The winner of the November puzzle, “Tree Leaves,” is Ross Hartsough, Grand Forks, N.D.
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Five of six early Homo species were driven to extinc-
tion by climate change. Geologists proved the existence 
of a tectonic plate, long subject to debate, known as Res-
urrection. Plague spread four times faster in the seven-
teenth century than in the fourteenth. At the entrance 
to a cave at Gua Makpan, on Alor Island, the body of a 
child buried 8,000 years ago was found with ocher pig-
ment on the cheeks and forehead, the arms and legs re-
moved, and an ocher stone under the head. At the 
9,000-year-old Wilamaya Patjxa site, a teenage hunter 
was found buried with her weapons. Whereas a prone 
burial position in late- and post-medieval German- 
speaking Europe is thought to indicate that the deceased 
was deviant, in the earlier Middle Ages it appears to 
have indicated humility. In graves in the old Yanghai 
cemetery, near the city of Turpan, the oldest leather 
balls in Eurasia were found along with one of the oldest 
known pairs of trousers. Archaeologists announced the 
discovery of vitrified brain tissue in the ruins of Pompeii. 
Nineteenth-century metal runoff from the mines of the 
Isle of Man may be brittling the shells of king scallops, 
and metals from Chinese coal-fired power plants are 
nourishing the North Pacific. Zircon crystal evidence 
suggests the presence of 350 cubic kilometers of magma 
beneath Xinantecatl, outside Mexico City. Pockets of 
ice may hide in the shadows of the moon. Astronomers 
noted the existence of a planet with oceans of lava 
where it rains rocks. A planet with no solar system was  
 passing through the Milky Way.

Wallabies may be breeding in the wild in Britain. Ar-
tificial light may be driving mosquitoes from day-biting 
to night-biting. Colorado spruce forests killed by beetles 
become mildly cooler, and Guam’s coconut rhinoceros 

beetles have started burrowing into cycad trees. Scien-
tists succeeded in using a hydrogel to conduct electrical 
impulses through the damaged sciatic nerve of a toad, 
analyzed the testicular tissue of female moles, detailed 
the role of cryptic sexual pressure on the dimorphism 
of the Sulawesi babbler, described the interlocking ar-
mor plates that make Phloeodes diabolicus uncrushable, 
and debated where to place Kopidosaurus perplexus on 
the tree of life. Mathematical biology researchers pro-
posed the first universal scaling law of mammalian 
touch. A study of humans and common marmosets con-
cluded that basic grammatical capacity is 40 million 
years old. Boston babies can be lulled by Border Kuna, 
Cherokee, Hopi, Inuvialuktun, Western Nahuatl, Scottish 
 Gaelic, and Selk’nam lullabies. 

O ld black Americans are less likely to fall than old 
white Americans, who are less likely to be injured in a 
fall than old Native Americans. Hot days worsen test 
scores for black and Hispanic children. Female sur-
geons perform less complex surgeries than their male 
peers. The CDC reported that some high school teach-
ers are unable to differentiate between vape modules 
and USB drives. The enslavement of Vietnamese 
nationals on British cannabis farms may be under- 
recognized. Scientists warned the Australian govern-
ment not to release carp herpes into wild lakes. South 
African researchers found that shack fires spread swiftly. 
Environmental DNA meta-barcoding can effectively 
survey the fishes of the deep sea, which is warming, 
slowly. The vaquita shows no evidence of an extinction 
vortex. British veterinary scientists expressed concern 
that the booming popularity of brachycephalic dog 
breeds foretold no bust.  
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Thurneysser’s Demon, a mixed-media artwork (watercolor, gouache, pencil, and ink on paper), by Walton Ford 
 © The artist. Courtesy Kasmin Gallery, New York City
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