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Progress has a voice.
It won’t be silenced.

The climate emergency.

It is the biggest single threat to all life on  
this planet.

It is burning huge swaths of our lands.  
Pushing nature’s ecosystems to the brink 
of collapse. Coming for the most vulnerable first. 

Those in power would prefer to bury the story  
to placate the polluters.

But we won’t take the story off our front page. 

We will keep being the first to break vital  
climate stories. And the last to drop them.

Progress has a voice and it won’t be silenced.

Read the most critical environmental reporting, 
visit theguardian.com/climate now   
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Creating the cover 
image involved 
chartering two 
airplanes—one 
towing a customized 
banner and the 
other carrying 
photographer Alexei 
Hay—to fly up and 
down the Hudson 
River on the evening 
of October 6.
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From the Editors

when new york magazine was founded in 1968, its
absolute focus was New York City life: its politics, accents,

art, social dynamics, and best lo mein. In 2020, the magazine still
has New York City at its center—but the purview has expanded to
the entire country, if not the world. New York’s online coverage of
the specifics of city life has, in recent years, been distributed across
its websites; so has its writing on architecture, urbanism, real estate, 
and design. Now, you’ll be reading a lot more of it on Curbed. 

This week, the pioneering website Curbed is joining New York 
as our home for coverage of cities and city life. We can’t imagine 
a better fit. For almost 16 years, we at New York have watched as 
Curbed documented, with wit and obsession and style, the chang-
ing shape of the physical city. Curbed began as a tiny blog, savoring 
every delicious morsel of local development news and 
gossip at a time when New York, like so many cities, 
was being rapidly transformed. The site expanded 
in its ambition—and its borders nationally. In 2013, 
Curbed became a part of Vox Media, the company 
that also owns New York. And for the past six months, 
Curbed’s editors and writers have been working with 
the New York editorial team—and in collaboration 
with design, product, and technology—to build the 
site’s next chapter as part of the larger magazine.

Like New York, Curbed will be based in New York 
City and largely focused on the city’s architecture and 
design, neighborhoods and characters, real estate 
and policy, power brokers and rabble-rousers. But 
Curbed will also continue to reach nationally, div-
ing into the lively, urgent conversation about what
 cities can become in a time of rapid change. Ameri-
can  cities are facing a combination of crises from the
 fiscal to the existential; at the same time, they are a stage on which
our political conflicts are being debated and opposing visions of the
future tested. Look to Curbed for reporting, criticism, analysis, and
provocation. And we hope it will be the sharpest eyes on the real-
estate market as well as a place of playful but unerring good taste.

The “Design Hunting” section of Curbed is the new home of
New York’s design editor, Wendy Goodman. As she has done for
decades in these pages (see p.62), she’ll be unearthing the mini-
malist, maximalist, and everything-in-betweenest apartments
and houses of the most interesting people imaginable. “Design

Hunting” will also highlight the ideas, people, and objects shaping 
the design world, led by writer Diana Budds. 

And, of course, we’ll show you where to live next—or just 
where to imagine you might move. You’ll find this in “the Real 
Estate,” which will be populated with practical listings, market 
insight, and an eye toward the occasionally bananas, overseen by 
Jenny Xie. We also intend to check in regularly on other urban 
real-estate markets of interest to our readers, either to sniff out 
a particularly good deal—or whenever writer Megan Barber 
notices a Frank Lloyd Wright house for sale that might make 
you consider moving to Wisconsin.

In the “Corner Shop” section, you’ll see a carefully chosen set 
of home goods, created alongside editors of the Strategist.

“Cityscape” will contain news and analysis. New 
York’s architecture critic, Justin Davidson (see p.50), 
will join Curbed’s urbanism editor Alissa Walker, 
data reporter Jeff Andrews, and staff  writers  Valeria 
Ricciulli and Caroline Spivack as they set out to 
explain the workings of cities, where people with 
money and power (and those with not much money 
and not much power) fight it out—and even, some-
times, work together.

It wouldn’t be a site about New York without a lot 
of New Yorkers, and we’re excited to be moving New 
York’s “Look Book” to Curbed to zero in on a specific 
slice of the city’s population, whether it be postal 
workers in Queens, first-year students at Juilliard, 
or a stoop sale in Bed-Stuy (see p.59).

And, finally, Curbed will have a new design. Its 
sophisticated and slightly mischievous layout is 
meant to follow a grid but also echo elements of 

the dynamic city experience. The new Curbed logo creates—as 
our late co-founder Milton Glaser would say—a “small puzzle.” 
The stacked letters suggest a building. Or is it a city seen from 
above? Or maybe it’s a park, or a poster plastered onto a con-
struction site.

What else? We couldn’t begin to tell you. Cities are always 
evolving, and Curbed will be too. It’ll live and breathe New York 
during the city’s most critical time in decades. We’ll be chroni-
cling this extraordinary American story as it pulses through our 
streets—and changes them.  ■

Welcoming Curbed
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inside:  A week that surpassed satire / Trump’s terrific DNA / The problem of Claudia Conway

D
onald trump was on the phone, and he was talking about dying. It was 
Saturday, October 3, and while his doctor had told the outside world that 
the president’s symptoms were nothing to worry about, Trump, cocooned 
in his suite at Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, 
Maryland, was telling those close to him something very different.

“I could be one of the diers,” he said.
The person on the other end of the line couldn’t forget that unusual word the president 

used: dier. A seldom-said dictionary standard, it was a classic Trumpism, at once sinister 
and childlike. If being a loser was bad, being a dier was a lot worse. Losers can become 
winners again. Diers are losers forever. But aren’t we all diers in the end? Donald Trump, 
the least self-reflective man in America, was contemplating his own mortality. 

He said it again: “I could be one of the diers.”
The previous day, at 12:54 a.m., he had announced that he and the First Lady, Melania, 

had tested positive for covid-19 in an outbreak that would sideline dozens across the West 
Wing, the East Wing, the highest levels of the federal government, the military ranks, 
Trump’s 2020 campaign team, and prominent supporters in the religious community. The 
virus had barreled into the very White House that allowed its spread throughout the 
United States, where 213,000 were dead and 7.6 million more were infected amid the 
biggest economic collapse since the Great Depression. 

THE SWAMP: 

The Entire  
Presidency Is a  
Superspreading  

Event
Down in the polls, high on  

steroids, and clinging to good health while  
endangering everyone else’s.

by olivia nuzzi
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As infections swelled nationwide, the 
virus made its way inside the president 
himself—an epic security failure with no 
modern analog. It was over a century ago, 
amid a pandemic in 1919, that Woodrow 
Wilson got sick in Paris. His White House 
blamed what it called a cold and a fever on 
the dreary weather. But, in fact, Wilson was 
sick with the virus now known as the Span-
ish flu, which killed hundreds of thousands
of Americans as his administration looked 
away. One hundred and one years later, the 
story of Trump’s “mild symptoms” became 
less and less true as the hours ticked by. His
fever crept up. His cough and congestion 
grew worse. Doctors gave him oxygen and
administered a high dose of an experimen-
tal antibody treatment unavailable to the
ailing masses and made using fetal tissue, a
practice his administration opposes, from
the drugmaker Regeneron. Still, he resisted
going to Walter Reed. “I don’t need to go,”
he said, according to a person who spoke to
him. “I’m fine. I’m fine. We have everything
we need here.” 

Persuading him to leave the White House
required an intervention from his doctors,
members of the White House operations
staff, the Secret Service, and his son-in-law
and senior adviser, Jared Kushner. They
had failed to stop the mass deaths of high-
risk Americans, but they were going to save
Trump, the most important high-risk
American of them all. They told him, “This
isn’t just your choice. This really isn’t about
you. It’s about the presidency. Our job is to
protect the presidency, and you occupy it.”
They asked him to think about the military
and everyone else whose life would be
upended if the state of the country’s leader-
ship was in doubt. 

Fine. He agreed to walk across the South
Lawn and board Marine One. The White

House said the move was made “out of an
abundance of caution.” In a video posted on
social media, the president hinted that
things weren’t so great. He put it this way:
“I’m going to Walter Reed hospital. I think
I’m doing very well, but we’re going to make
sure that things work out.”

In the hospital, Trump’s world shrank
overnight in a way it hadn’t since he arrived
in Washington from New York to be sworn
into office nearly four years ago. Contagious
and isolated from his family and closest
aides, he was accompanied by Dan Scavino,
the social-media director who had first been
his caddie and had survived at his side lon-
ger than anyone who wasn’t blood, and
Mark Meadows, his highly emotional chief
of staff, who slept in a room nearby, and was
attended to by a team of camera-conscious
doctors. In this sterilized confinement, he
tried to distract himself from his illness. He
plotted his escape, planned public-relations
stunts, watched TV, and took calls from
friends, members of his staff, and Republi-
can lawmakers. But he remained consumed
by what the doctors told him about his
chances of survival. It wasn’t a sure thing.

Nine months into the pandemic and one
month away from Election Day, the presi-
dent considered for the first time that the
disease killing him in the polls, threatening
his political future, might just kill him, too.
On the phone he remarked sarcastically,
“This change of scenery has been great.”

He asked for an update on who else in his
circle had contracted the virus, though he

expressed no regret, no indication that he
understood his own decisions could have
led to the infections. Unable to process the
irony of his own misfortune, he tried his
best to find the Trumpiest spin. Looked at
one way, he was having the greatest and
most important illness of all time. He had
the best care in the world, and he raved
about the virtues of the drugs the doctors
had him on, including dexamethasone, a
steroid pumping up his lungs that can
induce euphoria. He was awed by the won-
ders of modern medicine. He said he was
feeling really good, and it didn’t sound like
he was lying. Then he admitted something
scary. That how he felt might not mean
much in the end.

“This thing could go either way. It’s tricky.
They told me it’s tricky,” the president said.
“You can tell it can go either way.”

S
tatistically, the coronavirus
is more likely to cost Donald
Trump the White House than
his life, though the threat to the
latter isn’t helping the former.
Three weeks before the election,

potentially contagious and freaking
everybody out, Trump faces what looks
like the end of his presidency. “He’s mis-
handled the coronavirus, he’s never been
popular, and he’s gonna lose badly. I think
it’s pretty simple,” a senior Republican
official said. “Of course he was going to
say, ‘Oh look, I feel great! Look how badly
I beat this puny little virus!’ Meanwhile,

intell igencer

This is what it 
looks like when the
president knows 
he’s losing, but  
it’s also close to 
what it looked like
whenhewon.

SEPT. 26: Trump held a press conference in the Rose Garden to announce Amy Coney 
Barrett’s nomination to the Supreme Court. 
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The must-
  have guide
      to pop    

culture, 
history, and world-
changing ideas that 
     started in
New York City, from 
the magazine at the 
center of it all.
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S
ocial media has been split on how to respond to
Trump’s illness. Some people want him to die; others
pray he will make a full recovery so he can go on to be
regularly assaulted in prison by ex-colleagues. There is,
however, one thing we all agree on: The collision of a
deadly pandemic with a reality-show host on steroids has

shattered all that’s left of our definition of reality.
For lo, He fell sick and seemed dead and buried. But on the third

day, He cast off his bedsheets and rose again. And, lo, the door of the
temple hospital was rent in twain, and He ascended into Heaven.
ThenHedescendedonto the White HouseLawn andsalutedforwhat
seemed like 40 days and 40 nights. And verily, the prophets in white
did come forth and say, “He hath conquered Death, though there are
some residual breathing difficulties that still need monitoring!”

In reality, Donald Trump is still probably contagious and currently
breathing on Republicans to death—but the vision of him defeating
the virus has already been cut and pasted into a narrative rendered
official. Even the White House website has footage of Trump declar-
ing it a miracle, so who are we to question the veracity of these events?

On day one, doctors came out to tell us not all the facts we
needed to know but only those facts that suited a narrative of
recovery. This is in the tradition of dictators and authoritarians
who fall ill—a host of doctors are drafted by a frenzied politburo,
but only those who can be trusted to assure the people the Supreme
Leader will get better.

On day two, Trump choreographed the motorcade to nowhere,
driving around the hospital and back so he could wave to his sup-
porters. On one level, it was a Cadillac version of Jesus riding into
Jerusalem on the back of a donkey. On another, it was a drive-by
superspreading in which many of Trump’s unmasked supporters
shouted they would die for him. Because they were so close and
crowded, some of them probably will. If day one was The Death of
Stalin, day two was more Chernobyl, where a poor lone driver was
asked to make the ultimate sacrifice for the fatherland.

THE WRITERS’ ROOM:

I Couldn’tMake
This Stuff Up
The creator of ‘The
Death of Stalin’ and
‘Veep’ on aweek
that surpassed satire.
by armando iannucci

intell igencer

it touches every American’s life every day 
in multiple different ways, and he’s han-
dled it badly and people don’t forget that.” 
Or, as ex–Trump adviser Sam Nunberg 
put it, “Everything has just completely 
gone to shit.”

The polls suggest not just that the presi-
dent will lose to Joe Biden but that he 
might lose bigly, in a landslide. 

When the coronavirus came to America, 
the president was preoccupied with more 
obvious threats. The first positive case was 
confirmed in Washington State on January 
21, and that same day, as he landed in 
Davos, the Senate was debating an organiz-
ing resolution for the president’s impeach-
ment trial. In the Alps, he dismissed the 
news about the virus at home. “We have it 
totally under control,” he said. In fact, the 
president soon thought that things could 
hardly be going better.

After three years of crisis, the election 
year had begun with his acquittal on 
charges of abuse of power and obstruction 
of justice brought by the House under Arti-
cles of Impeachment. At the same time, the 
economy was booming. In the Democratic 
primary, which would select his opponent 
for the general election, the candidate he 
most feared, Joe Biden, seemed to be chok-
ing. And Michael Bloomberg was threaten-
ing to blow the whole thing up anyway. 
Trump thought about the last campaign 
and, ever superstitious, how to replicate its 
magic. He was relieved when Hope Hicks, 
his closest aide, returned to the White 
House after two years in exile in Los Ange-
les. Around the same time, he welcomed 
back Johnny McEntee, a former aide he 
believed to be a maga whisperer, capable of 
knowing exactly what would appeal to his 
base. He didn’t think about the coronavirus 
much. And then the deaths began. 

“If the president had his way, he’d be back 
in February,” Newt Gingrich told me. The 
former Speaker of the House is an oppor-
tunist, and in the era of Donald Trump, that 
means he must be an optimist. In 2016, 
Gingrich supported Trump’s campaign in 
the hope that he’d be asked to be the vice-
president. Instead, Trump repaid his loy-
alty not with power or higher status in 
history but with the cushiest gig in 
Europe: He made Gingrich the husband 
of the United States ambassador to the 
Vatican, based in Rome. Before the pan-
demic, whenever you’d call the guy, he was 
in a loud  restaurant—“Hi! Yeah?! This is 
Newt!”—having the time of his life. So one 
might understand why he’s invested in 

Continued on p. 20 ☛
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protect it. It started with the claim that his 
inauguration crowd was the biggest ever, 
an assertion that was annoyingly under-
mined by a threefold enemy—public testi-
mony, photography, and arithmetic. The 
next three years were then devoted to chip-
ping away at the credibility of those 
forces—demeaning anything anyone said 
under oath, denying anything caught on-
camera, offering different numbers from 
those cited—so that a near majority of 
people have now come to accept every-
thing he says. Some do it because they’ve 
always believed him, many yield out of 
sheer exhaustion.

Trump’s viral version of the truth has 
infected reality for so many of us it can seem 
there’s no point trying to resist. Trump has 
won, irrespective of the election result. If it’s 
declared for Biden, then the vote counters, 
the commentators, the media are all hoaxes. 
If the result is defended in court, the lawyers 
are fake. If it’s upheld, the judges are impos-
tors. Won’t it then be easier to believe that 
the election never happened?

Look at him now, outside on the White 
House lawn, praising the miracle elixir that 
saved him. Life will be sweeter, he’s saying, 
if you believe in me. And so he beckons us 
to come join him, and when we do, we’ll 
have crossed over into the Promised Land 
where nothing will trouble us, where we no 
longer have enemies to deal with, where 
Trump after Trump can look after us.  ■

Finally, day three saw the emergence of
the new Donald, more Donald-y than ever
before and with a steely determination to
live and breathe heavily in a world in which
all that’s happened doesn’t matter. A Don-
ald now in some astral plane, gliding effort-
lessly in a zone of perception where what he
thinks and what is real are the same.

It’s as if, during those crucial three days
when the president was hidden away from
us in the hospital, he was wrestling with not
only the virus but reality itself. His wager
was that if he acted like he’d been cured, he
would be. Or that, if still contagious, his
contagion would only spread in a world he
no longer inhabits, a pussy world where
idiots and lowlife losers scramble for cover
and double over in pain. He, however,
would have transformed into a god-thing
that no longer need worry about germs and
protocol and infection and where the sheer
power of the will razed old reality to the
ground. The suitable cultural reference here
would be Doctor Manhattan from Watch-
men, who, like Trump, is a huge and pecu-
liarly colored guy who thinks he’s unbeat-
able and is an incorrigible dick-swinger.

Like Doctor Manhattan, Trump claims
to see all time at once. He justified his loop
outside the hospital by saying that if he
hadn’t done it, the media “would have
[said] ‘Rude!’ ” So an absurd event was
organized in response to a reaction set in
the future and for which there was no way

of proving whether it would have hap-
pened or not.

This is what he does. He posits an awful
future and then terrifies us into accepting
his prophecies as real to justify the actions
he needs to take to avoid that future. Hence
the armed militias getting ready to “super-
vise”votersandcalloutall theballot-stuffing
that hasn’t happened; the supporters called
on to vote twice to cancel out the corrupt 
voters who voted once; the rounding up of 
destructive anarchists before they have a 
chance to commit anarchy; the mayhem 
that will happen from November 4 onward 
and that can only be stopped by halting 
time, and the election, on November 3. 

Trump, his supporters, and his GOP 
enablers have long been constructing this 
two-world system of reality in which they 
get to dictate who inhabits the one that’s 
valid (theirs) and who is to be cast out into 
the one that sucks (everyone else’s). Only 
people in the valid world can vote or take 
office. Those in the other may vote, but 
their vote is not to be counted. In the valid 
one, empty chairs on the Supreme Court 
can be filled; in the one that sucks, they 
cannot. In the former, you believe in 
Trump and are a patriot. In the latter, you 
disagree and are considered a traitor. 

All of Trump’s behavior has been 
devoted to building this kingdom on 
Earth. And we’ve all become familiar with 
how his alternative facts stack together to P
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OCT. 4: Trump’s motorcade drove past crowds outside Walter Reed medical center. 
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keeping this whole thing going. 
Gingrich grasps better than most how to 

stick to a message, and he keeps a straight 
face on Trump’s behalf even as he argues 
things he knows cannot be true. That voter 
surveys are skewed by the left-wing media. 
“I think the election is not quite like the 
public-opinion polls,” he says. That the 
president’s illness is a political asset. “It 
gives him a better understanding of what 
people are going through,” he says. Or that 
the president doesn’t mean to imply those 
killed by the virus were weak when he says 
he’ll beat it because he’s strong. “I think he’s 
talking about a national attitude. Should it 
be ‘Hunker down in the basement’ or 
‘Reopen the schools’?” he says. Still, he can-
not help but break character to admit the 
obvious: “If the president had his way, 
there’d be no virus. There’d be historically 
high employment among Blacks and Lati-
nos. But you don’t get to pick the circum-
stances in which you run.”

And the circumstances have grown less 
pickable each day. “I think some of this is 
sad to watch,” Nunberg said. “It’s getting to 
the point where he’s almost turning into 
a laughingstock. What I’m worried about 
is whether he wants to completely self-
destruct and take everything down with 
him vis-à-vis the election and the Republi-
can Party.” He added, “This is a guy who’s 
not gonna lose joyfully.” 

It does appear at times as though self-
destruction may be the point. How else 
could you explain the Plague Parade cir-
cling Walter Reed, in which a very sick 
Trump boarded a tightly sealed SUV with 
his Secret Service agents so he could wave 
at the supporters who had come to fly 
their flags on the street? Or the Evita-
inspired return to the White House, in 
which a still very sick Trump ascended the 
staircase to the balcony, ripped off his face 
mask, and saluted to no one as his photog-
rapher snapped away? Or calling in to the 
Fox Business Channel to suggest his infec-
tion may be the fault of the Gold Star mili-
tary families, since they were always ask-
ing to hug him? This is what it looks like 
when the president knows he’s losing, but 
it’s also close to what it looked like when 
he won—after all, he thought he was los-
ing in 2016, too. We all did. “You’re never 
as smart as you look when you win, and 
never as dumb as you look when you lose,” 
according to David Axelrod. In Trump’s 
case, it may be more like this: What seems 
like genius when he manages to survive is 
the very madness that threatens his sur-

L
ast month, appearing at a rally in Minnesota, President 
Trump praised the superior genetic stock of his supporters in 
the state. “You have good genes, you know that, right?” Trump 
observed. “You have good genes. A lot of it’s about the genes, 
isn’t it, don’t you believe? The racehorse theory. You think 
we’re so different? You have good genes in Minnesota.”

The comment received some attention as fresh evidence of a decades-
long streak of racism, which it certainly is. (There is obviously a reason 
the lineage of the heavily Nordic state drew his attention.) But Trump’s 
observations on genetics are not only an expression of racism. It is also 
one of his deepest obsessions and the explanation for the bizarre passivity 
that has characterized his response to the coronavirus pandemic from the 
outset and that has led him to his likely political, if not corporeal, demise.

The classic American millionaire myth, from Carnegie to Warren 
 Buffett, has an origin story, employing at least elements of truth, built on 
hard work. The hero rose at dawn and sweated and strove on his rise to 
greatness. And yet, despite having spent decades carefully polishing his 
place in the lineage of aspirational wealth, Trump has few well-known 
stories of pounding the pavement or poring over real-estate listings. “It’s 
instincts, not marketing studies,” he wrote in The Art of the Deal, the origi-
nal manifesto of his personality cult.

Instinct is something you are born with or not. In 1988, Oprah Win-
frey asked Trump if “all of the people reading Art of the Deal hoping to 
find some answer that will satisfy their own desire for success” could 
take away inspiration and lessons. The American prosperity gospel has 
a hackneyed response to this question: Yes, with relentless effort and 
perhaps some luck, anybody can get rich in America. Even though he 
was peddling a book marketed to advance precisely such a fantasy, 
Trump could not bring himself to supply the familiar answer. “You have 
to be born lucky in the sense that you have to have the right genes,” he 
explained. “You have to have a certain gene.”

Trump brings up his belief in genes over and over. “I have a certain 
gene,” he told CNN in 2010. “I’m a gene believer. Hey, when you con-

THE NATIONAL INTEREST: 

Good Genes
The president’s 
lifelong obsession 
with his superior 
DNA is put to  
the test.
by jonathan chait
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nect two racehorses, you usually end up
with a fast horse. And I really was—you
know, I had a—a good gene pool from the
standpoint of that.” Addressing a rally in
Mississippi in 2016, he instructed the
crowd, “I have Ivy League education, smart
guy, good genes. I have great genes and all
that stuff, which I’m a believer in.” (In the
annals of Mississippi politics, Trump’s
highlighting his Ivy League pedigree was
probably more novel than his emphasis on
genetic purity.)

The president’s idea of a fixed genetic
elite—and its necessary underclass
counterpart—would seem to undercut any
moral basis for his own privilege. (The best
moral case for letting rich people keep
their money is that they worked hard to
earn it. So if Trump’s wealth is entirely the
product of winning the genetic lottery, why
not tax it away and redistribute the pro-
ceeds to his less fortunate inferiors?) It
also stands in stark contrast to the Ameri-
can credo of progress.

What Hath God Wrought?, Daniel
WalkerHowe’shistoryofearly-19th-century
America, emphasizes a belief among the
Founders, and especially the progressive
Yankee faction, in improvement. This con-
cept “constituted both an individual and a
collective responsibility, involving both the
cultivation of personal faculties and the
development of national resources.” Just as

people could and must develop their own
talents through study and disciplined labor,
they could enhance the potential of the
country by building schoolhouses, canals,
lighthouses, and universities.

Itwasacreedembracedbysuchdisparate
figures as John Quincy Adams, Abraham
Lincoln, and Frederick Douglass. Their
political rivals were southern planters who
distrusted centralized government, which
might threaten their immutable place atop
the hierarchy. The planters defined success
not ashardworkbut as liberationfromhard
work, the burden of which would fall on the
people they had enslaved.

Trumphasnotnecessarilyabsorbedante-
bellum southern thought. But he has inter-
nalized the idea of success as genetically
coded and impervious to effort. The Trump
success formula is 100 percent inspiration,
zeropercentperspiration.Hehasrepeatedly
cited his MIT-professor uncle as his own
scientific credential. Trump said at the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention that
he impressed his hosts with his innate grasp
of public health: “I really get it … Every one
of these doctors said, ‘How do you know so
much about this?’ Maybe I have a natural
ability,” he said, as if he were literally born
understanding the workings of a virus that
did not exist until 2019. NBC reported that
Trump waved off the need to rigorously pre-
pare for his debate on the grounds that

debating “isn’t something you have to prac-
tice.” His biographer Michael D’Antonio 
onceexplainedthatTrumpdisdains exercise 
and gorges on burgers and junk food 
because “he really believes in genetic gifts. 
He wants to assume that he can do some-
thing that others can’t do simply because of 
who he is.”

That is not an ideal mentality for the per-
son you’d want to be in charge of … well, 
anything. But especially not a pandemic 
that requires careful study and flexibility of 
mind to follow a quickly mutating scientific 
understanding and the perseverance to 
encourage and adhere to disciplined 
hygienic rituals. Everything to him is about 
who you are, not what you do. Trump did 
not need to learn about the pandemic 
because he is smart. He did not need to pro-
tect himself from it because he is strong.

Trump not only lacks the patience for a 
laborious public-health regimen; the entire 
concept of it runs against his genetic fatal-
ism. The very possibility a disease could fell 
blond Übermensch Donald Trump almost 
surely never occurred to him. The president 
is neither a rationalist nor a religious 
believer. The closest proxy in his mind to a 
divine force is genes: invisible, all-powerful, 
mapping out our destinies. Were he capable 
of introspection, he might look upon his 
stricken body and dying presidency and 
question his false god.  ■

OCT. 5: After returning to the White House from the hospital, Trump waved from the balcony. 
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vival in the first place.
A senior White House official told me

there has been an ongoing effort to per-
suade the president not to do any of this, as
there always is during his episodes of
advanced mania. Asked what the effort
looked like this time, with Trump physically
removed from most of the people who
might try to calm him down, the official
said, “Well, for starters, it’s unsuccessful.”

One former White House official said
that stopping Trump from doing something
stupid that he really wants to do is possible
only if you’re “actually sitting in front of
him.” Sick themselves or trying to avoid a
sick president, “the people he trusts and
respects who would be barriers to that
behavior don’t seem to be around,” this per-
son said. “It just looks so chaotic. Duh.”

A second former White House official
said the problem is “now people are so bro-
ken down, to the point where everyone’s
been in ‘Jesus, take the wheel’ mode for the
last couple years, and fighting against him
is only gonna get them burned. Why even
try?” The president’s staff, this person said,
have no ability to think strategically
because the president’s behavior poses new
threats to survival every five minutes.
“I don’t think they’re even considering
what happens if he’s back in the White
House and he needs oxygen or a ventilator.
Their view is ‘If it happens, well, we’ll fuck-
ing figure it out when it happens!’”

Like Gingrich, they have to stay opti-
mistic. “They aren’t even considering
what happens when he’s feeling worse
than he’s feeling now, when he’s hopped
up full of steroids and other performance
enhancers. He’s on the sort of drugs you’d
see with a Tour de France rider in the mid-
’90s!” Another way to say this, the former
White House official said, was that the

president is “hopped up on more drugs
than a Belgian racing pigeon.” In keeping
with the bird theme, this person said the
president’s illness was proof that “the
chickens are coming home to roost.”

“Going back to 2016,” this person added,
“you always had these warnings from the
Clinton camp and Democrats and the
Never-Trump Republicans that, if he takes
office and if a crisis hits, it’s gonna be a mess.
But people don’t really vote on that when
there’s not a crisis.People think, A crisis isn’t
gonna happen! May as well vote for the guy
with a good tax policy. Suddenly, this hap-
pens, and you always assume it won’t hap-
pen to you, but when you act like that, bad
things happen!”

One theory of Trump’s self-immolation
campaign is that it’s about gaining a sense
of control. “I don’t think he wants to lose.
I think he wants to have excuses for why
he did lose,” a third former White House
official said. “If it’s the ballot, the China
virus, if it’s Nancy Pelosi. I just think he
wants an excuse.”

As he considers the end, he fakes his
way through a performance of political
possibility. One person who publicly sup-
ports Trump and considers him a friend
said that, in conversations with White
House and campaign officials following
the president’s release from the hospital, it
became clear that no one who was sup-
posed to know seemed sure when he
would be okay. “They’re putting out a big
‘Oh, everything’s fine!’ face. But I don’t

think they know how much stamina he’s
gonna have,” this person said. “I didn’t like
the way he looked on that balcony. Last
week, I would’ve said that he was defi-
nitely going to win. Now, I don’t know.”

D
onald trump does not
often get sick. The philoso-
phy of Fred Trump decreed
that “sickness was weak-
ness,” Mary Trump told me,
“which obviously Donald

has adhered to, which is a big part of the
reason we’re in this horrible mess we’re in.”

Mary Trump is the president’s niece as
well as a psychologist, whose best seller, Too
Much and Never Enough, analyzes her
uncle through the dysfunctional family he
came from. In her view, the president is best
understood as a self-unaware Tin Man,
abandoned as a small child by his sick
mother and rejected by his sociopath father
until he became useful to him, whose end-
less search for love and approval plays out
as mental warfare on the Free World he
improbably represents. “In order to deal
with the terror and the loneliness he expe-
rienced, he developed these defense mecha-
nisms that essentially made him unlovable,”
Mary said. “Over time, they hardened into
character traits that my grandfather came
to value. When you’re somebody who craves
love but doesn’t understand what it
means—he just knows he misses it and
needs it, but he’ll never have it because he’s
somebody nobody loves—that’s fucking

“He’s on the sort
of drugs you’d see
with aTourde
France rider in the
mid-’90s!”

OCT. 5: The night Trump returned, a member of the White House cleaning 
staff sprayed the press briefing room. 
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tragic. He still needs to go to prison for the 
rest of his life. It’s not a defense. But it’s sad.” 

For two weeks before he died, Fred 
Trump was hospitalized at Long Island 
Jewish Medical Center in what Mary 
remembers as “a very beautiful corner room 
with lots of sunlight.” With her uncle at his 
father’s bedside, she said, “everyone just 
stood around chitchatting, making small 
talk—they just don’t understand how to be
human.” When his mother was in the hos-
pital, often for osteoporosis and once after 
a brutal mugging, Trump visited with an 

attitude of “Why the fuck do I have to be
here?” she said. “It was of no use to him
whatsoever.” When Mary’s father, Fred Jr.,
died in 1981, his brother didn’t even show
up to the funeral.

In his 2007 book Think Big, the future
president recalled how, a decade before, he
“unexpectedly came down with a wicked
case of the flu” in the middle of his negotia-
tions to buy a newspaper (he didn’t say
which one). “I felt terrible. It was so bad that
I called the sellers and told them we would
have to postpone the closing until I was bet-
ter,” he said, which was “very unusual”
because “I never get the flu. It’s been ten
years and I haven’t been sick a day since
then.” Trump didn’t share the story of this
freak illness to reveal his humanity but to
addtohismyth.Helostouttoanotherbuyer
in the end, he said, and he was happy he did
because, he claimed, the unnamed paper
turned out to be a bad investment that was
some other sucker’s problem. “Catching the
flu was a lucky break that saved me from
ruin,” he said. “Sometimes luck makesbetter

deals than talent.” In other words, the idea 
that sickness is weakness, except for when it 
happens to him, took root a quarter-century 
before he made it his case for reelection.

Trump is aware that he isn’t healthy. His 
wife, an Eastern European former model 
who eats salmon and greens, lengthens her 
muscles on a Pilates reformer, and glows as 
if cast in bronze, is “healthy.” As a 74-year-
old who takes the unscientific position that
human beings have a finite amount of 
energy that exercise needlessly drains, and 
who thus never engages in any physical 

activity more strenuous than golf or tweet-
ing, and whose vices include red meat, 
French fries, ice cream, Oreos, and Diet 
Coke, he knows he is very much not that. 

And he understood that with age and 
weight comes heightened risk in the coro-
navirus pandemic. But he couldn’t accept 
that he wouldn’t be fine, that he was part of 
the “at-risk seniors” his advisers kept telling 
him he should think about since they were 
an important voting demographic and they 
were literally dying by the thousands. What 
he could accept even less than not being fine 
was not seeming fine. His supporters like to 
imagine him as a cartoonish representation 
of his vigorous, manly spirit, a joke directed 
at anyone who doesn’t find it funny. In 
memes, he body-slams his enemies. A video 
from the Trump campaign, released the 
week of his covid-19 diagnosis, shows him 
body-slamming the virus. When I stopped 
by the home of Willard and Dolly Smith in 
New Hampshire last month, the flag on the 
couple’s front lawn showed Trump’s fleshy 
face on Rambo’s ripped body. “I’m back 

because I’m a perfect physical specimen 
and I’m very young,” the president joked on 
Fox Business on Thursday. But the stabs at 
self-deprecation, more necessary at this 
moment than ever before, do little to mask 
deep insecurity. Since his illness, the 
makeup the president applies himself has 
gotten so heavy and so dark that rather than 
obscure his pale coloring, it emphasizes the 
contrast between his unnatural face and the 
bare skin of his ears and hands. (All those 
years spent judging beauty pageants, and he 
never learned from the contestants the 
value of body makeup.)

Personality is policy in the Trump admin-
istration, and the president’s insecurity has 
made the uncertainty about the country’s 
leadership—unavoidable when any chief 
executive falls ill—even worse. His unwill-
ingness to admit human frailty has led the 
White House and its doctors to keep infor-
mation about his illness not only from the 
public and the press (three members of 
which have, so far, been infected at the 
White House too) but from his own staff. 
After Hope Hicks began experiencing 
symptoms at the Minnesota maga rally on 
Wednesday, forcing her to isolate in the 
back of the plane on the trip home, officials 
with whom she’d had contact remained in 
the dark. After she tested positive on Thurs-
day afternoon, the White House failed to 
notify others who would soon test positive 
themselves. They learned about it when the 
world did, not with an official disclosure but 
with a leak to the media. “The president 
could’ve given it to her,” one of those people 
told me, in fairness, but “I would’ve done 
things different that day, had I known.” 

Trump did know, but he didn’t change his 
plans. At 1 p.m. on Thursday, he flew to his 
Bedminster, New Jersey, golf club, for a 
fund-raiser with hundreds of his support-
ers, some of whom he spoke with indoors. 
Later that night, he tweeted about Hicks 
being sick. “Terrible!” he said. “The First 
Lady and I are waiting for our test results. 
In the meantime, we will begin our quaran-
tining process.” 

Reading the message, the person said, 
“I assumed he must’ve had a preliminary 
positive one.” The lack of transparency, this 
person added, is “symptomatic about how 
people I work with always keep the wrong 
things secret.” Suicidal in all senses, this is 
the Trumpian madness that threatens the 
president’s political and earthly future as it 
puts at risk everyone around him.

As one White House official put it: 
“Everybody at the top should be fired.”  ■

intell igencer

OCT. 7: Trump spoke from outside the Oval Office about having covid and the vaccine. 
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untrustworthy and reluctant source of 
information about the president’s health. In 
the absence of credible leadership, we’re left 
to rely on anyone with insight. But there’s 
no way to verify the claims she makes on 
TikTok. She’s said, for example, that Trump 
is doing much worse than he has admitted 
in public. This is plausible, but unless the 
president’s health dramatically worsens, we 
might never know if she’s telling the truth.

For everyone else, the matter of Claudia 
seems a little less fraught. In time, she might 
have become a celebrity anyway; her parent-
age tipped her toward fame even before 
she’d accumulated more than a million fol-
lowers on TikTok. But once again, she’s a 
child, and one who’s posting from inside a 
tense and divided household. And there isn’t 
always much empathy apparent in the way 
the Twitter-addled respond to her stories. 
Nearly everything she posts generates a 
headline now—the New York Post has a 
running series dedicated to her ideological 
war on her parents. On Twitter, well-mean-
ing people praise her for her bravery and 
repeat slogans about the power of teen girls.

Teen girls are fine. I used to be one, in the 
antediluvian times before TikTok, and 
accomplished nothing of note. But the lib-
eral tendency to slot this particular teen girl 
into the role of hero does no one any favors. 
This is the “one cool trick” approach to 
Trump, which hopes that one person or ges-
ture can bring down the debaser-in-chief. 
Its hallmark is desperation and a tendency 
toward empty gestures. (Remember the 
safety pins? The Drumpf hats? All that 
RBG apparel?) But a savior isn’t coming. It 
wasn’t Comey or Mueller; it won’t be Clau-
dia Conway, even if she did drive her mother 
out of the Trump administration. It won’t 
even be Joe Biden. The times require a real 
political movement, preferably the kind 
that isn’t so easily commodified.

As for Claudia, the real villains are her 
parents—yes, both of them. George is a rare 
species, a Republican with the common 
sense to abhor Donald Trump. But that’s a 
low bar to clear, and the celebrity he revels 
in has helped push his daughter into the 
spotlight. It’s not hard to understand why a 
teenage girl who disagrees with her famous 
parents might feel obligated to distance 
herself as publicly as possible. Journalists 
will still have to approach her with care, 
evaluating her claims as she makes them. 
Everyone else should back off and grow up. 
This still isn’t Harry Potter. Our salvation 
does not rest on a plucky YA heroine. That’s 
your job, and it’s going to take years.  ■

It has settled on Claudia Conway, the
15-year-old daughter of George and Kelly-
anne Conway, former counselor to the pres-
ident. When Claudia announced on TikTok
recently that her mother had tested positive
for coronavirus, she also broke a major
news story. One of the president’s chief
apologists had been brought low by her own
daughter. Not only did Kellyanne have
covid-19, Claudia claimed, she’d lied to her
own family about her diagnosis. The older
Conway later confirmed her illness on Twit-
ter, one case of many now associated with
the Trump White House outbreak.

In the days after this admission, Claudia
returned to TikTok to “clarify” her original
claim about her mother: Kellyanne wasn’t

lying, she now said—she really did test neg-
ative until finally she didn’t. Kellyanne her-
self can be heard in the video shouting at 
her daughter. It’s an uncomfortable scene, 
and a reminder that Claudia, for all her 
influence, isn’t old enough to drive.

For journalists, this sets up a dilemma. 
Claudia could potentially be a newsworthy 
figure: Kellyanne is loyal to Trump. Her 
husband, George, is a Republican Never-
Trumper. Claudia’s erstwhile Twitter 
account and active TikTok thus offer an 
inside look into one of the most politically 
relevant households in the U.S. She’s also a 
child and possibly an unreliable narrator. 
Neither she nor the press is to blame for the 
fact that the White House has been an 

F
or a while, it was James Comey. Then it was Robert Mueller. For a brief 
moment, the internet’s liberal pundits speculated that perhaps Melania Trump 
herself could be the truth-teller we needed to stand up to Donald Trump. But 
one seemingly unhappy marriage isn’t the basis for popular liberation, and 
neither, it turns out, are two former directors of the FBI. The prayer candles 
and the rumor-mongering about the president’s imminent downfall all came 

to nothing. The resistance—or at least, the faction that spends altogether too much of its 
time online—rode on in search of a new savior.

THE OFFSPRING: 

Claudia Conway  
Is Not Your Savior
The problem of
Washington’s second-
most-captivating 
character.
by sarah jones

Conway used her TikTok 
to “clarify” her earlier 

post that became 
breaking news that her 

mom had covid.
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The Panic
Attack of

the Power
Brokers

By Andrew Rice

O
ne late-august morning, 
I met former New York gover-
nor Eliot Spitzer at Hudson 
Yards, the lavishly subsidized 
$25 billion real-estate develop-
ment that will one day house 
Facebook offices, investment 
funds, and the pharmaceutical 
firm Pfizer. I found him at the 
base of an unfinished skyscrap-
er, where a marketing banner 
draped across the scaffolding 

read reset  expectations. 
Spitzer was wearing a mask, a green 

gingham shirt, and bookish horn-rimmed 
glasses. The former governor is now a 
builder, having returned to his family’s real-
estate business after self-destructing in 
politics. He had been talking to me inter-
mittently since the middle of the summer, 
analyzing the pandemic as someone with a 
deep personal investment in the health of 
the city. “I don’t know when people are 
coming back to these buildings,” Spitzer
said as we strolled north toward the site of
a mixed-use project he is constructing in
partnership with the Related Companies,
the main developer of Hudson Yards. “At
first, the optimists were saying, ‘This will be
a three-week shutdown, and by Labor Day 
it will be back to normal.’ ” Now the emer-
gency evacuation had settled into a state of
semi-permanent dispersal.

 That day, the city would record just 281
cases of covid-19, close to its low since the
pandemic began, and life in the city’s resi-
dential neighborhoods had returned to a
pleasant rhythm, with people dining on 
the sidewalks and Instagramming sunsets 
in the park. But the whirring core of Man-
hattan still felt weird and abandoned. It 
was a little before 11 a.m. on a weekday, 
and there was not a single office worker in 
sight. Chairs were stacked on tables inside 
the Maison Kayser sandwich shop at Hud-
son Yards, where a sign on the door read 
closed until further notice. The 
chain was bankrupt. So was Neiman Mar-
cus, which had recently announced it was
abandoning the 50-year lease on the
department store it had just opened in the
Hudson Yards mall. Only 8 percent of
Manhattan’s 1 million office workers were
now estimated to be back at their desks, 
compared with 20 or 25 percent in other 
U.S. metro areas. Around Times Square, 
where almost a quarter of the retail loca-
tions were available for lease this spring, 
disorder and vagrancy had crept into the 
negative space.

The present crisis encompasses aspects 
of every challenge New York has faced in 
recent memory. Like Sandy, it is a natural 
disaster. Like the 2008 financial crisis, it 
has caused a surge in unemployment and 
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THE CITY’S 
“ ERMANENT 

OVERNMENT” 
HAS ALWAYS 

UILT ITS WAY 
OUT OF CRISIS. 
BUT WHAT  
IF IT CAN’T?
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NEW YORK ON THE BRINK ... OF SOMETHING ...

poverty. Like 9/11, it is a mass-casualty 
event and a psychological trauma. As in the 
1970s, the city government faces a fiscal cri-
sis with tax revenue projected to plummet. 
And it is all wrapped around an unprece-
dented crisis of authority, which confounds 
any attempt to organize a response. 

“We presume that since New York has 
been the epicenter for as long as we can 
recall, that there is an inevitability to that 
fact,” Spitzer told me. “And yet there isn’t. 
This is the first moment when I seriously 
worry about the city’s place—economically, 
culturally, socially—because the social fab-
ric of the city is being torn apart.” 

Spitzer led us to West 35th Street, where 
concrete mixers were churning outside his 
development site. “See the foundation 
walls?” he said, as we peered through a little 
window in the plywood barrier surround-
ing the construction. “That is going up 50 
stories, and a year and a half thereafter, this 
building will be occupied.” Phase one of the 
project is a residential tower. Phase two is 
the office building; it will need to sign an 
anchor tenant in order to go forward. For 
now, that part of the site was occupied by a 
white tent: a covid testing center. 

Construction is one of the few industries 
that have continued mostly unabated, but 
history shows it to be a lagging indicator. 
Real-estate projects take years to design, 
finance, and build, and they can be over-
taken by unexpected events. Spitzer said he 
was “shoring up the bulwarks” at his com-
pany, slowing down future developments 
until the economy strengthens. “If there’s a 
10 percent drop in office demand,” Spitzer 
said, “it’s going to ripple through the mar-
ket in a very real way.”

In past crises, the city has tended to build 
its way out of its problems, offering substan-
tial subsidies to developers and corporate 
tenants to revive Times Square and recon-
struct the World Trade Center. When the 
2008 crash hit, the city spent hundreds of 
millions of dollars to backstop the finances 
of Hudson Yards, ensuring that the most 
expensive real-estate development in Amer-
ican history would continue forward. 

Government officials saw projects like 
Hudson Yards as necessary engines of the 
city’s prosperity. “If you believe that growth 
is good, Hudson Yards is spectacular,” 
Spitzer said. Launching new office con-
struction when almost no one is going to 
offices every day may seem ludicrous, but 
that is the way New York’s political class has 
always approached the process of recovery, 
assuming that the city—and demand—will 
inevitably rebound. That premise is now up 
for question. The longer all those skyscrap-
ers remain empty, the less essential they 
seem. At the same time, a new class of pro-

gressives is successfully crusading against 
corporate power and megadevelopments. 
As the largest contributor to the city’s tax 
base, and a major campaign contributor, 
real-estate developers have grown accus-
tomed to having sway over issues of eco-
nomic development. But the insurgents 
were opening the Overton window and 
shoving them right out.

As a Democrat and a developer, Spitzer 
was stunned by the reversal. “What’s 
wrong with building a building?” Spitzer 
asked, as we watched a crane lift a piece of 
steel up the face of the new Pfizer head-
quarters. “Where did this city come from?” 

I
f the entire real-estate industry 
is filled with anxiety, there’s still a 
hierarchy of distress. The multi-
generational family companies, 
like Spitzer’s, tend to be less heavily 
leveraged, which should allow 
them to ride out the pandemic. (Or 
so they say—they’re extremely pri-
vate companies, so who knows?) 
The public real-estate companies 
are more exposed to market forces. 
SL Green Realty, which opened a 

$3 billion office tower next to Grand Cen-
tral in September, has seen its stock price 
fall by nearly half since the pandemic hit, 
and its latest SEC filings warn that the “se-
vere disruptions” from covid could con-
tinue to depress rents.

More imperiled still are the adventurous 
investors—the ones who are building condo 
towers catering to foreign billionaires or 
who borrowed heavily to buy high on specu-
lative trends. Spitzer broke down the math: 
“If you bought a building presuming that 
you’re getting paid $100 a square foot—pre-
sumed the next year the rent was going to be 
$110, went to a bank and borrowed based 
upon the $110, and then suddenly your 
rents go down to $70 and you need $80 in 
rent just to pay your mortgage and operat-
ing expenses—you’re finished.”

Also finished, in all probability: anyone 
dependent on restaurants, shopping, or 
tourism. Jared Kushner’s family firm, for 
instance, is in danger of losing the retail 
space it owns in the old New York Times 
Building on West 43rd Street. The state of 
the hotel industry, which has come to almost 
a complete halt, is ruinous. “How long can 
people stay submerged without running out 
of oxygen?” asked Vijay Dandapani, the 
president of the Hotel Association of New 
York City. Around 140 of the city’s 700 hotels 
have been rented to the city as homeless 
shelters, Dandapani said. Many have closed, 
and he estimates that “well over 100” will 
never reopen. Broadway theaters, a major 
tourism driver, are dark. The industry’s 

trade association announced last Friday that 
it was shifting the target date for reopening 
to the end of the spring; a source familiar 
with the plans said even that was unrealistic, 
given the unique challenges presented by 
live theater. “Believe me,” he said, “we are far 
from theaters being opened by June 1.”

Office landlords are in a comparatively 
insulated position, since the industry prac-
tice is to sign long-term leases. But some 
are more vulnerable than others. In recent 
years, many older buildings have been 
repositioned for co-working, which has 
been devastated by the pandemic. Many
small firms and start-ups have been unable 
to pay rent. “There’s been a lot of pain, a lot 
of unpleasant conversations,” says a land-
lord with a large number of troubled start-
up tenants. “It’s a weird responsibility for 
me. You’re dealing with hundreds of these 
people. You don’t have any real informa-
tion about how to do it. On the one hand, 
it’s not my job to be a philanthropist, and 
I’m not their partner. On the other hand, 
it’s in my interest for them to survive.” He 
says if there’s “realistically zero or close to 
zero” chance of renting the space for the 
foreseeable future, “giving them a big rent 
break might be psychologically scarring 
but totally rational.”

“If they don’t come up with a stimulus 
package now, the smaller tenants are all 
going under,” says Jeffrey Gural, a promi-
nent office landlord who told me that, like 
many landlords, he is now willing to nego-
tiate. “The market has changed, and I have 
to accept that.” 

For the large corporate tenants that 
populate Manhattan’s premier office build-
ings, there is less flexibility. “One of the 
great fictions out there right now is that 
leases contain trapdoors,” says Mary Ann 
Tighe, the head of the New York region 
office for the commercial brokerage CBRE. 
Short of declaring bankruptcy, as Neiman 
Marcus did, there is little way for tenants 
to extricate themselves from their legally 
enforceable leases. 

That hasn’t stopped some companies 
from trying. Condé Nast recently told the 
New York Post it was shopping around for 
new space as it asked its landlord at One 
World Trade Center to bring its rent “into 
line with current market conditions.” (The 
negotiations appear to have gone nowhere.) 
In July, the law firm Simpson, Thacher & 
Bartlett sued its landlord for $8 million in a 
dispute over rent of its unoccupied offices. 
There has been an increase in “shadow” 
office space available for subleasing— 
around 14 million square feet currently, 
according to CBRE—although its share of 
the overall available market, 25 percent, 
has not yet reached the glut levels seen 
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during the 2008 financial crisis.
“It’s phenomenal how much companies 

can spend on their real estate,” says Joel 
Steinhaus, a former executive at Citigroup 
and WeWork. In New York, according to 
one study, businesses may allocate as much 
as $25,000 a year per employee for space. 
What could be taking shape is a system in 
which desks are optional perks that compa-
nies offer to their employees, rather than 
entitlements that come with a job. The New 
York technology entrepreneur Kevin Ryan, 
speaking by phone from a vacation home in 
France, tells me that at the height of the 
city’s lockdown, he closed an acquisition 
without one in-person meeting. (Ironically, 
the company in question was Meetup.) 
Already, two of the start-ups in his portfolio 
have given up their office leases in Manhat-
tan. “There is zero question that the 
demand for commercial real estate is going 
to go down, and prices are going to go down 
dramatically,” Ryan says. “They are kidding 
themselves if they think it’s not going to be 
devastating. Devastating.”

The longer the pandemic goes on, the 
more tenants will have a chance to reassess 
their need for expensive office space. Little 
wonder, then, that as soon as the infection 
rates stabilized, prominent landlords 
began urging their tenants to come back to 
the office. In August, Jeff Blau, the chief 
executive of Related, wrote a Wall Street 
Journal column saying that companies 
had an “obligation” to return to work. “The 
entire essence of this city we all love is at 
stake,” he wrote. 

“This is really not a real-estate issue, quite 
honestly,” Blau told me. “People who think 
they’re going to hang out wherever they 
are—in Connecticut at their parents’ house, 
in the Hamptons, or wherever—are going to 
come back in a year expecting to find every-
thing just waiting for them and are going to 
be in for a real surprise. Because businesses 
are not going to make it unless they come 
back now. Their civic responsibility is to 
make sure that New York is here.” 

Office occupancy at Hudson Yards 
remains stuck around 10 percent. For 
now, its major corporate tenants are still 

paying their rent, and Blau said things liv-
ened up after Labor Day, when the mall 
and the Vessel reopened. He contends that 
even the bankruptcy of Neiman Marcus 
had an upside. “This was over ten years 
ago when we planned the retail, and it was 
a different world,” he told me. Department 
stores are a dying business, but the open 
Neiman floor plan, with its terraces and 
escalators, appeals to the pandemic-era 
desire for sun and ventilation. Related is 
now marketing the 380,000-square-foot 
space to office tenants.

In an effort to lead by example, many 
real-estate companies masked up and went 
back to their offices as soon as Governor 
Cuomo lifted lockdown restrictions in late 
June. To assuage office workers’ fears, 
Related installed new building technolo-
gies, such as lobby temperature sensors. At 
Hudson Yards, people can summon eleva-
tors with a cell-phone app, so they don’t 
even have to touch buttons. 

Other commercial landlords have been 
working with their tenants to provide 
covid-attuned perks. Tishman Speyer 
Properties, which owns most of Rockefeller 
Center, has turned the plaza’s ice-skating 
rink into an outdoor dining area with food 
from restaurants like the acclaimed brasse-
rie Frenchette. Some landlords are explor-
ing offering day-care services that can 
supervise employees’ children as they go
through their school day on Zoom. 

“People have to get past the point where
there’s a zero risk tolerance,” says Scott
Rechler, the chief executive of RXR Realty,
which owns some 25 million square feet of
office space in the New York region. Rechler
says about 90 percent of his company’s
employees have returned to its headquarters
under strict protocols enforced via technol-
ogy. Facial- recognition software allows 
lobby cameras to monitor whether people 
are wearing masks and even whether they 
are pulled down below the nose. Employee 
badges track the locations of workers to 
make sure they keep at least six feet apart. 
“This is the new abnormal,” Rechler says. 

But few corporate executives seem to 
believe it is their civic responsibility to 

occupy the very expensive square footage 
they are paying rent on, especially if it 
comes at the additional cost of creating 
strife in their workforce. Among other 
things, they have to consider their liability 
if there is an outbreak within their offices. 
Not every landlord will invest in fancy gad-
gets, and not every skyscraper can be retro-
fitted. A large percentage of New York’s 
building stock dates back 50 or even 100 
years, with cramped elevators and untrust-
worthy ventilation. 

A few investment banks started to sum-
mon traders back after Labor Day, includ-
ing JPMorgan, news that inspired a con-
gratulatory tweet from Donald Trump. 
Four days later, reports emerged that the 
firm had sent some employees home again 
after a worker tested positive. (Not long 
after that, so did Trump.) Everyone wanted 
New York to get back to work, but wishing 
wouldn’t make it so. No one—not the presi-
dent, not Congress, not the mayor or the 
governor, not the real-estate industry or its 
increasingly emboldened critics—seemed 
to be devising a plan to rescue it.

“There is a sense that we are in a cauldron 
right now,” Spitzer said, “without a leader-
ship group.” 

ew york has been in the 
cauldron before, though our col-
lective memory of it has faded. 
We are now as separated in time 
from the urban catastrophe of 
the 1970s as that city was from 
Fiorello La Guardia and the 
Great Depression. So it is useful 
to be reminded what the bottom 
really looks like. Exodus? The 
population shrank by around a 
million residents during the 

1970s, leaving entire neighborhoods deso-
late. Blight? There were 6,000 fires a year 
reported in Bushwick, many of them ar-
sons commissioned by landlords for the 
purpose of collecting insurance. Deficits? 
In inflation- adjusted dollars, the city’s total 
bond and pension debt reached nearly 
$100 billion in the mid-1970s, and banks 
would no longer lend it money.

Back then, the real-estate families orga-
nized to save the city’s government—and 
their own financial interests—by prepaying 
a huge chunk of property taxes, helping to 
stave off municipal bankruptcy. The gover-
nor appointed an investment banker named 
Felix Rohatyn to work out the city’s bond 
debt—it’s still being paid off—and created 
the Financial Control Board, which wrested 
authority over the budget from the mayor. 
Ineffective elected officials were supplanted 
by an elite group of corporate and civic lead-
ers, a cadre the Village Voice journalist Jack 

“WHAT’S WRONG WITH BUILDING  
A BUILDING? WHERE DID THIS CITY  
COME FROM?” 
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Bennet Bergman Poet, Greenwich Village “It’s interesting seeing the city going through this series of contractions. 

My siblings were like, ‘Come home, come home.’ I’m from Illinois, but I was like, ‘Baby, I am home.’ ”

We asked people walking through Union Square and Washington Square Park what they think of this 

current (strange, scary, hopeful) version of New York—and just simply how they’re doing.

Interviews by Jane Starr Drinkard and Amelia Schonbek
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Suelyne Cha-Tom Mom, Harlem

“It’s very dangerous when people are nervous and scared and anxious. Early on, I got cornered at Trader 
Joe’s. This guy was basically shaking, and he was trying to get me to put masks on my babies. Everybody 

was looking at me. And obviously I’m wearing a hijab, and obviously there are connotations with that.”
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Newfield referred to as the “Permanent
Government.” Newfield did not mean it as a
compliment,but thenamestuckandgradu-
ally lost its critical overtones.

At least in its own mythology, it is the Per-
manentGovernmentthatasserts leadership
in trying times. After 9/11, power over the
rebuilding of lower Manhattan was handed
to another appointed authority, led by John
Whitehead, a retired chairman of Gold-
man Sachs. During the financial crisis of
2008, Mayor Michael Bloomberg—the
living embodiment of the Permanent
Government—engineered a onetime sus-
pension of term limits so he could manage
the city through the crisis. In each case, New
York emerged strong and prosperous.

The key to the city’s resiliency, the mem-
bers of the Permanent Government argue,
is its devotion above all to economic growth
and real-estate development. It is growth
that produces new tax revenue, allowing the
citytoprovideservicesto itscitizens,making
it an attractive place to live and work, creat-
ing new growth and development. It is this
cycle, they say, that has allowed Mayor
de Blasio to govern like a progressive,
increasing the city’s annual budget to a
record $90 billion, expanding its workforce
by some 30,000 people—many of them
teachers for his universal pre-K program—
and paying for amenities like a heavily sub-
sidized ferry system. Without growth, they
warn, it can all disappear very quickly. This
summer, facing a covid-related tax short-
fall, the city cut $100 million from the Sani-
tation Department’s budget and trash
started piling up in the streets. De Blasio
scrambled to redeploy garbage trucks.

“People don’t yet realize how perilous it
actually is,” said Dan Doctoroff when I met
him for a drink at Cafe Luxembourg on the
Upper West Side early one evening. Docto-
roff served as deputy mayor for economic
development in the Bloomberg administra-
tion and has spent his life promoting ambi-
tious development initiatives: a plan to
attract the 2012 Olympics to New York, the
rebuilding of lower Manhattan after 9/11,

Hudson Yards. He now works for Sidewalk 
Labs, Google’s urban-planning shop. I had 
always known him to be an optimist—he 
wrote a book on the city titled Greater Than 

Ever—so it jarred me when I heard he had 
been trying to rally the Permanent Govern-
ment to action, warning the city was on the 
brink of “a ’70s-style” decline.

“We face a huge risk that the population 
of the city and the number of people work-
ing in the city will shrink by a lot,” Doctoroff 
said. “Companies are questioning the value 
of high-cost real estate in New York.” Mean-
while, he added, “many of the drivers of the 
unique urban experience, like subways and 
office buildings, are now viewed as risks.” 
Doctoroff sketched out his doomsday sce-
nario: Residents and companies leave 
because of covid, resulting in a decline in 
tax revenue, forcing cutbacks in services, 
causing the quality of life in the city to 
worsen, leading to more departures.

If thatsounds dire, consider for a moment 
that veterans of the 1970s crisis are saying 
that thisonecould be more threatening than 
the one the city faced in those days. The 
urban rot of the 1970s was at the margins; 
this time, it is the core that is hollowing. 
Even in the depths of 1977, the year of the 
blackout and the Son of Sam, Manhattan 
was vibrant—“a luxury fantasyland,” in the 
words of one contemporary journalistic 
account. Manhattan boasted the headquar-
ters of a fifth of the Fortune 500 companies, 
a third of the largest law firms, and almost 
all of the big ad agencies and investment 
banks. Residential real-estate values rose by 
30 percent. Celebrities were crowding Stu-
dio 54. The Yankees won the World Series, 
drawing more than 2 million fans. 

The paid attendance for the 2020 New 
York Yankees season, by contrast, will be 
zero. What’s more, the government so far 
seems incapable of mustering a response to 
the current crisis. Cuomo has taken a cau-
tious approach to reopening, focusing on 
keeping the positive-test rate belowone per-
cent. De Blasio appears to be trying to stag-
ger along until November, hoping for a Joe 

Biden victory and federal relief funding. The 
mayor has attempted to address the impact 
of the pandemic by appointing advisory 
boards, which have done little of conse-
quence. “Nobody’s rallying around right 
now,” Doctoroff lamented. He has been try-
ing to organize a new political group he is 
calling the Coalition for Inclusive Growth, 
aiming to raise $10 million to shape the 
debate over the issue ahead of next year’s 
citywide election. The use of the word inclu-

sive is his way of repenting for the failings of 
the Bloomberg era, when the benefits of eco-
nomic development were distributed 
unevenly to the wealthy.

News of Doctoroff ’s coalition was greeted 
with some skepticism, in part because the 
Times coupled its unveiling with news that 
Stephen Ross, the founder and chairman of 
Related, was said to be talking about raising 
$100 million to spend in the coming may-
oral election. The rumor was that Doctoroff 
was his candidate. Doctoroff says he has no 
interest in running for mayor, and Ross 
later said he was committed only to “some-
one not named de Blasio.” But the very 
notion that the city’s most powerful real-
estate developer—and a Trump fund-raiser, 
at that—might try to pick the next mayor 
sounded like something cooked up at a 
Bridgehampton clambake.

“These guys have a stake in the gloom-
and-doom department,” said Alicia Glen, 
the former top economic-development 
official in the de Blasio administration. 
“Because by talking about how terrible it’s 
going to be, it legitimizes and empowers 
their vision: superrich white people com-
ing to save the city again. I mean, that is so 
obnoxious.”

Glen, like Doctoroff, is a member of the 
Permanent Government. She used to be a 
managing director at Goldman Sachs and 
now runs a firm called MSquared, which 
finances and builds affordable housing, an 
issue she handled for de Blasio. We met in 
September by the fountain at Lincoln Cen-
ter and chatted on a brownstone stoop near 
her home on the Upper West Side. “I would 
argue that fundamentally nothing has 
changed with respect to New York City 
being, at the end of the day, the center for 
global commerce and culture,” Glen said. 
The question, she added, is: “How long 
until the end of day?”

Already, Glen sees signs that the city is 
returning to its old profit-driven ways. 
Opportunistic investors are looking at the 
pandemic as a temporary dislocation pro-
duced by an external force and are assem-
bling huge sums of money to buy New York 
property. She foresees a coming “feeding 
frenzy” focused on distressed debts and 
assets. “When you look at the global picture, 

“THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY AND THE ESTABLISHMENT 
POLITICAL CLASS WILL NOT SAY IT PUBLICLY, BUT 
PRIVATELY THEY TALK LIKE THE WORLD’S GONE CRAZY.” 

NEW YORK ON THE BRINK ... OF SOMETHING ...
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people are going to want to buy commercial
real estate in New York City,” Glen said. “I’m
sorry, that’s the God’s honest truth.”

It isn’t just the vultures, though, that see
an opportunity. The pandemic has
unleashed a torrent of adaptations, some of
which may be here to stay. Outdoor dining
isoneobviousexample.Another is theredis-
tribution of commercial activity to the resi-
dential boroughs. Over the summer, the
Permanent Government was buzzing about
a long-debated plan to expand Industry City, 
the massive warehouse conversion project 
along the South Brooklyn waterfront. The 
private developers behind the project were 
proposing to build over a million square feet 
of new office and retail space, which, they 
projected, would create 20,000 jobs and 
provide the city with $100 million in yearly 
tax revenue. The project, which needed no 
government funding, seemed perfectly tai-
lored to a future in which offices were dis-
persed around the city, rather than concen-
trated in a few dense blocks.

The privately financed development 
required a rezoning, and an ambitious pair 
of young City Council members were push-
ing for its approval. “That is the most hope-
ful thing I have seen,” said Jonathan Rosen, 
a veteran Democratic campaign strategist 

and public-relations executive. “The idea 
that there’s this next generation of leaders.”

The project was opposed by the local City 
Council member and activists from the 
Democratic Socialists of America, who 
argued that it represented the wrong kind of 
waterfront development. And it received 
little support from de Blasio, much to the ire 
of the Permanent Government. Glen was 
critical of her old boss, accusing him of mis-
handling an essential part of his job—his
relationship with the business community.

“What you’re seeing is that people are so
disappointed with the mayor’s leadership,”
Glen said. A group of 163 top business exec-
utives had recently released an open letter
to the mayor warning of “deteriorating con-
ditions in commercial districts and neigh-
borhoods.” At one point, when the mayor 
was asked whether the mutual antipathy 
had damaged his ability to respond to the 
current crisis, he responded by quoting Karl 
Marx. “He’s so managed to piss off the peo-
ple that need to be the participants,” Glen 
said. “He didn’t have a solid foundation to 
begin with, and when the chips are down, 
and your behavior is so dismissive, you wind 
up in the situation where the civic institu-
tions and the business community are all 
abandoning ship.”

Still, Glen rejected the notion that busi-
nesses and the wealthy would give up on 
New York. covid is everywhere, and where 
are they going to go? The real danger, Glen 
argued, is not that rich people will flee New 
York but that they will behave so arrogantly 
that it drives a counterproductive backlash. 
“Don’t let the increasingly reactionary left 
use the pandemic to advance an anti-growth 
agenda,” she said. “You have the old guard 
feeling super-threatened. The new guard is 
trying to figure out how to hold off the crazi-
est left-wing stuff.”

We headed up to 72nd Street. It was that 
first brisk day at the end of summer. The 
sidewalks were full of people walking with 
purpose. You could allow yourself to imag-
ine the pandemic was over. That day, 
though, the head of the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention was testifying 
before the Senate, managing expectations. 
He estimated that a vaccine would be 
widely available by mid-2021. Maybe. 
“Who’s going to lead us out of the dark-
ness?” Glen asked, before descending into 
the subway. “That’s what’s so tragic about 
what’s going on with the mayor.”

he future of the city will de-
pend in large part on three un-
knowns. One is the delivery date of 
the still-not-yet-invented vaccine. 
Another is the result of the presi-
dential election. The third is next 
year’s citywide election, when not 
only the mayor’s office but many 
City Council seats will be open. In 
that campaign, the question of how 
the city is to be saved, and for 
whom, will be central.

“So much of this crisis of covid is about 
capitalism taking away the little dignity that 
people have left,” said Zohran Mamdani. It 
was 9 a.m. on a Friday morning, and we 
were walking down Steinway Street, where 
the line outside the makeshift Astoria Food 
Pantry ran down the block and curled 
around the corner. Mamdani is a 28-year-
old Democratic candidate for the New York 
State Assembly and a member of the DSA. 
In April, he turned over his storefront cam-
paign headquarters to a group of volunteers, 
who are using it to distribute bags of vegeta-
bles, canned goods, and other staples. Mam-
dani has had less use for an office since he 
unseated an incumbent in the Democratic 
Party primary in June, all but assuring that 
he will go to Albany next year.

Mamdani was wearing a KN95 mask, a 
patterned Nehru-collared shirt, and groovy 
sneakers. He was born in Uganda, and we 
were introduced by his father, Mahmood, a 
scholar of African politics at Columbia Uni-
versity. (His mother (Continued on page 102)
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VID
GOVERNOR

In conversation with Andrew Cuomo. By David Wallace-Wells

Photograph by Bobby Doherty
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program and just 50 disease detectives in 
New York City, compared with 9,000 at 
the peak of the crisis in Wuhan—but nei-
ther did anyone else. There were some 
noncompliance issues with masks and 
social distancing, but that was true every-
where. And yet New York just had a dra-
matically worse epidemic than any other
state in the country. In fact, worse than
anywhere else in the world. Why did New
York get hit so hard?

It’s mass. You have more infected people
coming here for a longer period of time.
See, when you say it’s in China—okay, how
many people are coming here from China?
The number of people coming from Europe
is much higher. Those flights were coming
for two months before anyone said any-
thing. Nobody said, “Beware of people
coming from Italy and from Spain and
from France.” They did the China travel
ban January 31. The big miss was the dis-
ease had already left China. It was in
Europe. The European travel ban, March
13—that was ten weeks late.

And they didn’t even really close the
door on China, because they let all the
American nationals who had been there
return.

True. But at least we did something Jan-
uary 31. That’s why the president keeps
talking about January 31. “I did the China
ban January 31.” Yeah. What he doesn’t
want to say is “But the virus came to New
York, and most of this country, from
Europe.” And you didn’t do the European
ban until mid-March.

Do you think it would have been politi-
cally feasible for Trump to enact a global
travel ban as early as late January?

Oh, I think he would have done it. I think
they didn’t know.

What else could have been done?
The first point about covid, I think, and

the transcendent point, is it’s shown our
nation’s lack of capacity to manage major
situations requiring a unified response and
a competent government. covid is a health
episode, but you have social crises that you
have to respond to, criminal-justice reform.
You have environmental crises that you’re
going to have to respond to, climate change.
And what this really points out is our
inability to mount an effective defense.

1. As of October 9,
New York State had
the fourth-lowest
case-positivity rate.

2. “I’m quite prepared to believe that
there are pockets in New York City
and London which have substantial
immunity,” Harvard epidemiologist
Bill Hanage told the New York Times
in August. “What happens this winter

t that.”

3. Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky
has often made dubious claims
about the threshold at which herd
immunity is reached, stating that
it’s lower than experts say. During
a September 23 hearing, Fauci
finally shot back: “You are not
listening to what the director of
the CDC said … If you believe 22
percent is herd immunity,
I believe you are alone.”

And we do more faster, and better, frankly,
because I was so desperate for quantifiable,
hard information for so long. There were so
many weeks where every expert said, “Well,
I’m not sure, but I think …” Nobody knew
anything. The only thing you knew was
what the data showed, and that’s why we
were so aggressive in setting up the data.

I wanted to ask you about community
protection—some people use the term
herd immunity, but in a way that is mis-
leading. There are those who believe New
York City in particular has had enough of
the disease spread that future transmis-
sion will be slowed by previous exposure.2

Do you put any trust in that? Or do you
think we’re still vulnerable to the kind of
exponential rate of increase we saw ear-
lier in the spring?

Herd immunity is 50, 60 percent.
You’re at 20 percent in New York City.
That’s the Rand Paul versus Anthony
Fauci argument.3 And Paul was just
wrong. It’s just math.

Twenty percent is a lot of exposure. So
why was it so bad here? You were criticized
for moving too slowly, but you went from
the first confirmed case to announcing a
shutdown in 19 days—much faster than
the West Coast states.4 You had inade-
quate testing capacity, but so did every-
one else in the country. You didn’t really
have a contact-tracing program—no state

How scared are you of the fall? How
scared should we be?

Nobody knows. But what the scientists
have always said is “Beware of the fall.” This
is sort of like dealing with the tides in the
ocean; when there is high tide and there is
low tide, you are going to be subjected to
the tide. Do I anticipate a high tide? Yes.
But everything we’ve seen so far, we’re in
better shape than every other state,1 and we
are better prepared.

And in New York, we are a function, in
part, of what’s going on in the rest of the
nation. We have this quarantine against 34
states, but in truth, it’s water through a 
screen. I can’t stop people and truckers 
coming in from other parts of the country. 
I can’t stop people from flying into airports; 
that’s all federal. So if there are infections in 
Florida and Texas, that’s going to hurt us 
here. We have a cluster problem, but if the 
fall tide increases because people are going 
indoors, because there’s less outdoor activ-
ity, because people are going to schools … 
We see it in colleges, certainly. And we will 
see it in schools. 

You’re pretty clear about that.
Schools, no matter how well you do it, 

there will be transmission in schools. But 
we now do 120,000 tests a day. That’s our 
highest point ever. The highest per capita 
on the globe. Testing is the one smart, 
definitive function that you can perform. 

T
en months since China acknowledged the first outbreak of the coronavirus 
in Wuhan, and seven months since the who declared it a global pandemic, 
there’s nowhere on the planet that’s been hit harder than New York State, where 
almost 33,000 people have died, most of them during a terrifying surge in 
March and April. This week, Governor Andrew Cuomo publishes American 
Crisis: Leadership Lessons From the covid-19 Pandemic. And while that may 
look to New Yorkers like the height of chutzpah—the guy who presided over a 
period of historic suffering and unparalleled death putting out a self-lionizing 
memoir—it’s not as presumptuous a gambit as it at first seems. Through the 
spring and summer, as President Trump essentially ignored the coronavirus, 
Cuomo played a kind of alternate-reality president for information-hungry lib-
erals nationwide, scrambling to expand state hospital and testing capacity and 
delivering daily televised press conferences tracing the course of the disease and 
what we knew about it, which helped make him, in time, the second-most-
trusted American voice on the pandemic, behind Dr. Anthony Fauci. We spoke 
in early October, when a small rise in cases was beginning to appear, as had been 

forecast since the start of the pandemic, and the presidential campaign was taking what 
seemed like a decisive turn away from Trump, Cuomo’s frequent pandemic sparring partner. 
The governor was in alternately combative and reflective moods. “Trying to make sense of 
it all,” he said, when I asked how he was doing. “Trying to make sense of it.” 
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Why are we ineffective? First, we have to be 
unified to mount a defense, and we’re more 
divided than ever before.

Second, you have to have a competent 
government that is highly efficient and 
highly effective, and our government has 
atrophied for decades. We just haven’t used 
the muscle, and the muscle has atrophied. 
It just shows a larger problem that we have 
as a nation.

And as a world. The WHO has been, in 
certain ways, a disaster. 

You’re right, the world. But just from our 
selfish, parochial point of view, from the 
nation’s point of view, the World Health 
Organization, they missed it. And by the 
way, if you look at the CDC and NIH, they 
have the same job description as the World 
Health Organization. They were supposed 
to be watching the global pandemic. 

The virus was in China in December. 
They knew it. How they assumed that it 
was going to stay there, I have no idea. But 
it went to Europe in January, February, 
March. They missed it. It was coming here 
from Europe. They missed it. No health 
screening at airports; flights landing at 
JFK, Newark. We had tens of thousands of 
infections before anyone ever knew.

Reading your book,5 I was thinking of 
RFK’s book Thirteen Days, about the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. Your book could 
have been called Nineteen Days. You’ve 
been criticized in retrospect for moving 
too slowly, but you actually got to a shut-
down pretty quickly.

In 19 days.6 And these are New Yorkers, 
right? We had heard about cases in China, 
heard about cases in California and Seattle, 
but New Yorkers, there is a certain parochi-
alism for New Yorkers—it’s not real until it 
happens here. Right? Well, there are cases 
in Seattle, I know, but that’s far away.

March 1, we have our first case. That’s 
when it starts to get real. In 19 days, you 
have to bring the public to a point where 
they will accept the most dramatic gov-
ernment policies maybe ever enacted. You 
find the last time government said, “Close 
your business. Close your school. Stay 
home. Wear a mask. Don’t hug your par-
ents.” Government has never done that. 
They had to accept that, and they had to 
believe that it was credible, because if 

they disregarded the policy, it would have 
all been over. I couldn’t enforce any of 
those policies. How do you enforce 
“Everybody must stay in their house”? 
You don’t have the governmental ability 
to do it. So all you had was the chance that 
you could actually convince people that it 
was necessary.

In the book, you refer to Errol Morris’s 
documentary about Robert McNamara, 
The Fog of War, and you talk about the fog 
of COVID. One thing it seems clear you 
wish you had known was that the disease 
was coming from Europe. What other 
things do you wish you had known?

To spread the virus, they said, you have 
to be symptomatic. Sneezing and cough-
ing—that’s how it spreads. Wrong, wrong, 
wrong. They missed asymptomatic spread. 
What’s amazing about that mistake is that 
you had European doctors and Chinese 
doctors say in The New England Journal of 
Medicine that people were spreading it 
without showing symptoms. 

But I wonder what different policy 
approach you would build on that knowl-
edge. Even today, knowing that asympto-
matics contribute so significantly to the 
spread of the disease, we’re still basically 
testing only symptomatic people.

Well, part of it is what you told people 
was untrue. And I believe they would have 
been more cautious if they knew that. If 
the person was asymptomatic, you were 
totally comfortable giving them a good-
night kiss—that was a mistake. Second, 
we do test asymptomatics now. It totally 
changed our testing protocol when we 
heard that. Our testing protocol has noth-
ing to do with symptoms.

But you’re still depending on people 
coming to the test site. We’re not doing 
surveillance-scale testing, where we’re 
requiring everyone to take a test to get 
into schools or go to the supermarket. It’s 
still people volunteering for a test, so it’s 
going to disproportionately reflect symp-
tomatics, who may be responsiblefor only 
about half of transmission. 

Yeah, but there’s a gray there. We’ve never 
gotten a court order to have somebody 
tested. But colleges, it’s mandatory testing. 
Nursing homes, it’s mandatory testing. 
We’ve never had a case where the college 

student says “I refuse,” and the college says 
“Well, then I’m going to expel you.” But we 
do blanket testing of categories now.

Why not include high schools and ele-
mentary schools in that?

I’ve recommended it to the local school 
districts. I’ve recommended they do as 
aggressive testing as they can. I don’t 
know that still, as a nation, we have 
enough tests to do … Just take New York 
City schoolchildren. It’s like a million, 
right? You could never do a million 
schoolchildren every day. You have 
140,000 nursing-home workers. You 
could never do 140,000 nursing-home 
workers every day. But we have 20 million 
people in the state. So you still are nowhere 
near what you would like to do, right? You 
don’t have the physical capacity to do that 
volume every day. But that would be ideal. 
Rapid testing would be ideal.

Going back to the spring and what we 
could have done differently, I assume you 
wish also that we had been earlier to 
understand the preventative role that 
masks would play as well. Right?

The big three mistakes: You missed it 
when it came; you were slow in closing it 
down; you did no health screening at the 
airports. Second, you were wrong on 
asymptomatic spread. Third, you were 
wrong on masks. Fourth, you were opera-
tionally incompetent. You couldn’t mobi-
lize the testing. You couldn’t provide the 
PPE. You provided no federal controls. 
The premise of delegating to 50 states in 
a national pandemic made no sense. 
covid is not a New York, New Jersey, 
Connecticut issue. It’s a national issue. 

Especially given the much greater 
capacity the federal government has to 
mobilize capital and resources. Sending 
states into a marketplace to bid against 
one another,7 instead— 

They had the Defense Production Act to 
do just that. You call up a clothing manufac-
turer and say, “I need you to make masks. 
I need you to make gowns. And youmust do 
it.” They did the exact opposite. They made 
every state compete to find masks and then 
subject yourself to all sorts of fraud and bid 
up the price tenfold. Reliant on the owner of 
the New England Patriots football team to 
fly a private jet to China.8

4. 5. 6. 7.Washington State had the 
nation’s first confirmed case 
on January 21 and closed 
restaurants, bars, and gyms 
53 days later, on March 15. 
California had its first case 
on Janu    ed a 
shelter-   52 
days lat    . New 
York had its first case on 
March 1 and announced its 
shutdown on March 20.

In March, as it became clear that
the federal government did not
have enough medical equipment
and protective gear to go around,
President Trump instructed
governors to procure ventilators,
gloves, and respirator masks on
their own. A frenzy ensued in
which each state government
scrambled to snap up as much as
it could, competing against one
another for dwindling stores.

New York City 
mayor Bill de 
Blasio called for a 
shutdown in the 
city three days 
earlier, but 
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8. In early April, the Massachusetts 
governor asked Robert Kraft to 
send the Patriots’ team jet to 
China to fetch 1.2 million N95 
masks that 
otherwise 
would have 
taken weeks to 
arrive.
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NEW YORK ON THE BRINK ... OF SOMETHING ...

Charles Turner Songwriter, Hudson Heights

“We go to the Met Opera. We have subscription tickets, and they’ve just been canceling 

it every three months. I don’t know how one comes back from that.” 

Ela Tekin, Student, Woodside

Charles Turner and Alexandria Lee, Graphic designer, Hudson HeightsSohrab Vahabzadeh, “Bon vivant,” Greenwich Village

Ialyah Jones, Artist, Brownsville
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Tori Simmons Student, former restaurant hostess and model, Windsor Terrace

“I hope we’re able to figure out ways to depend less on capitalism. I could imagine Central Park 

having a really special and large community garden.”
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You almost couldn’t imagine a more
dramatic or explicit failure of federal
leadership. Yet I look around, especially
at our peer countries in Europe, and I see
the U.S. has fared poorly compared with
most of our peer countries but not cat-
egorically worse in deaths per million,
for instance.9 Outside the countries of
East and Southeast Asia, there are very
few success stories anywhere. So how
should we think about the particular
responsibility of the Trump administra-
tion versus just what it means to be
fighting a pandemic in a state of igno-
rance and on the fly?

I question your quantifiable assump-
tions of success. This country had a later
wave, right? The other countries were early.
But you look at what Italy and the U.K. and
France and Spain lose per day now. They’re
losing 50, 100 lives. We’re losing a thou-
sand. So on the numbers, we’re in a much
worse position than they are.

Second, they all nationalized the
response. And whatever happened early
on—Boris Johnson, etc.—they all got it
certainly by March. And we still had this
up until today, a federal disconnect, right,
where the president still wouldn’t wear a
mask. It became a politicized issue and
divided the nation. And any of these
issues, be it social crisis, post-pandemic,
environmental action, you ought to be
unified. These are controversial, hard
policies. You have to be unified as a
nation. A divided nation is never going to
do this. 

So in terms of what was within your
control and your purview as governor, do
you have any regrets about how you han-
dled the spring? I know in your book you
defendyourresponseonnursinghomes.10

What do you regret?
Masks. We were the first state in the

nation to mandate masks, but I should
have done it earlier.11

How big a difference do you think that
would have made?

Well, here’s what I’ll never know. It’s mis-
leading to say you could have done any-
thing just by establishing a government
policy. Government couldn’t do any of
these things on its own. They had to be
socially accepted. Could I have convinced

shouldn’t leave your house. You can’t go to 
school. You can’t go to work. You have to 
wear a mask. You can’t come within six 
feet of another person.” While the presi-
dent is saying, “It’s all baloney.”

That’s why the briefings were incredible, 
David. How did that happen? People 
wanted information. They tuned in, and 
the communication was on a wholly differ-
ent level. There was a sincerity and authen-
ticity and a credibility that they discerned 
from the briefings. And they believed it. 
And you know they believed it because in 
19 days, they did things that were unimagi-
nable two weeks before.

Let me give you one other first- perspective 
mistake, if I could have done it over again. 
You now have Trump telling Woodward he 
knew what was happening, right? 12

Yeah.
Which is sort of an interesting parallel 

because, if this is true what they’re saying 
today, that he had a test 72 hours ago,13 
which is what the doctor said today, that 
means he knew he was positive, and he did 
the whole day of campaigning in New 
Jersey after they knew he was positive. 

Yeah, it’s criminal, really.
Yeah. Yeah.
I mean, literally, people have been pros-

ecuted for transmitting HIV knowingly.
That’s exactly right. And it’s a total paral-

lel to Woodward saying Trump told him in 
February this was terrible, but he wasn’t 
going to tell the American people.

He didn’t want us to know.
It’s a parallel. In February, New York 

State was not authorized to do any tests. 
The CDC was doing all the tests. They had 
the testing protocol, literally the reagents, 
in the formula. And we were sending all 
our samples to them to test. And they were
very slow in turning around the samples.
I thought they were just slow and incompe-
tent. Now you have to wonder: Were they
slow and incompetent, or they just didn’t
want us to know the virus was here? It
would have been illegal for me to do the
tests without sending them to the CDC in
February. But in retrospect, I would have
done it anyway. I would have told them to
go to hell.

Let’s talk about schools. America is hav-
ing a much harder time opening schools in

According to Our World in
Data, the U.S. has had 642
deaths per million people;
Spain has had 699, the U.K.
627, and Italy 597. Peru has
been hit hardest, with 1,008
de o has
ha n;
Ca

“To be honest with you,
I wanted to always play it
down. I still like playing it
down because I don’t want
to create a panic,” Trump
said in a February interview
with Bob Woodward for the
journalist’s bookRage.

About a quarter of the state’s COVID-19 deaths were
in nursing homes. Cuomo has been criticized for
issuing guidance that nursing homes couldn’t
refuse to accept a coronavirus patient “solely on
the basis” of their diagnosis and giving liability
protections to nursing homes. In the book, he calls
the trategy and a Fox
Ne ge his policies
cau he writes, bluntly,
“It was a lie.”

the people of this state to wear masks ear-
lier? Could I have effectively convinced the 
state of the severity faster than 19 days? 
And here’s the flip side: If you pull the trig-
ger and you were wrong, if you ever articu-
late a policy and the people don’t follow it, 
your credibility is gone. You only get one 
misfire. Do you know what I mean?

But masks is an interesting one 
because, even as the public-health guid-
ance was mixed, we did see all across Asia 
everybody preemptively start to wear 
masks, as they do not just when there’s a 
respiratory epidemic but even in the case 
of a normal flu season. And it probably did 
quite dramatically reduce their experi-
ence with the disease, although there are 
other factors there as well, of course.

You’ll never know, because it’s not like 
for 19 days I was communicating in a vac-
uum. The president of the United States 
was communicating the exact opposite. I’m 
saying, “We’re going to have to close down 
everything.” He’s saying, “This is going to be 
gone by Easter.” He’s saying it’s a hoax.

And even Fauci was advising against 
mask-wearing for quite a long time, just 
because the science was so confused on 
that point. That could turn out to be the 
most consequential misstep in the whole 
American response.

Yes. Surgeon general tweets there’s no 
reason to wear a mask, leave it to health-
care officials. Now, in light of all of that, I’m 
saying “Wear a mask.” But you have the 
president of the United States saying it’s 
bullshit. You have the surgeon general say-
ing it’s nonsense. You’re having Fauci saying 
it’s not worth it. So this is not in a vacuum, 
and I can’t announce a policy that people 
reject or don’t wholeheartedly accept.

The challenge is especially acute
because you’re doing something the pub-
lic would have considered completely hys-
terical just a few weeks before.

It’s just unreal and hysterical. It is so
intrusive. When does government intrude
on your personal life that way? “Wear a
seat belt.” “You have no business telling
me to wear a seat belt.” “Don’t text and
drive.” “I resent you trying to control my
personal behavior.” “I don’t think you
should drink until you’re 21.” “That’s an
intrusion.” Now we tell them, “You

9. 12.10. 11. De Blasio had 
advised face 
coverings two 
weeks earlier, only 
to have Cuomo 
question the 
guidance.
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the midst of a pandemic than most of the 
European countries. And even beyond 
that, in New York, the planning has 
seemed quite chaotic and stop and go 
over the past few months, especially in 
the city.14 Why?

Well, first of all, you’d have to ask Mayor 
Bill de Blasio the question.

What’s your critique of how he has han-
dled it?

The factual analysis—not to get into 
editorial comment—you have 700 school 
districts in the state. We have left it to 
each individual school district to come up 
with a plan subject to state guidance. All 
700 school districts did that, and they 
have a variety of plans. What happened in 
New York City is they put forward a plan 
and then failed to complete it, so they had 
to delay the opening. They came up with 
a second plan and failed to complete it 
and had to delay the opening. That’s 
where people get the impression of 
disorganization.

Could you have done anything to pre-
vent that from happening? Could you 
have intervened, claiming that authority 
at the state level?

No. The state would have had to declare 
an emergency and take over the City 
Department of Education. Education is a 
locally run function, subject to overall state 
regulation by the State Department of 
Education, which I don’t control—I don’t 
even control it on the state side. 

There’s 700 school districts in this state, 
and there’s politics in this state. You have 
very Republican districts upstate. Any one 
of them is capable of saying, “Oh no, no. 
The parents in my district want to stay 
open.” That happens, my credibility and my 
effectiveness go right down the drain. It 
just has to happen once.

But you have required employees of 
nursing homes to be tested. You’ve 
required students at state colleges to be 
tested. Theoretically, you could put reg-
ulations in place that would govern at 
least some aspects of the opening of 
schools, right?

Well, we have. We have state guidance. 
We say, “There has to be distancing. There 
has to be masks. There has to be a testing 
regimen.” But then the localities design the 

exact plan to do that with their parents and 
with their teachers.

So if you were in Bill de Blasio’s shoes, 
how would you have handled things dif-
ferently in the city?

Well, I think anyone would say what’s 
important is public confidence, the dem-
onstration of capacity. So come up with a 
plan that is accepted and you can execute. 
It’s never good when you come up with a 
plan and you say school is going to start on 
Monday, and everybody plans their life 
that way, and then you change, and then 
you change again. That’s been the problem 
in New York City. 

And we haven’t gotten to stage two—
what actually happens when you bring stu-
dents back. Does the infection spread? We 
don’t know that yet because New York City 
hasn’t done any testing in the schools of the 
teachers and the students that they pub-
lished. And that’s the real question, right? 
Does the virus increase? That we don’t 
know. That we’ll know next week and the 
week after.

Well, you said earlier that you suspect, 
of course, that there will be some amount 
of transmission. It’s just a matter of how 
much. Right?

Right.
Let’s talk a little more, big picture, 

about where this leaves the state and the 
city in kind of a long-term way. The short-
term impact has been enormous—as you 
mention in the book, we’ve already paid 
out 16 years of unemployment benefits in 
four months. But you’re also planning for 
a major budget shortfall. You put auster-
ity measures in the budget that you 
approved earlier in the spring, partly as a 
way of dealing with that. We’ve seen in 
Michigan that some tax revenue has been 
higher than anticipated. But what do you 
expect for New York? What kind of a hole 
do you expect New York State will be in? 

Well, we were talking about tides. New 
York is going to be especially susceptible to 
the national tide. And this is a national 
problem. This economic issue, like the pan-
demic from day one, was a national prob-
lem. And if we don’t receive federal assis-
tance, it’s going to be a negative, at least 
midterm negative, for our economy. If we 
ever had to close this deficit on our own, it 

would require higher taxes, cutting of 
expenses, and borrowing. 

It’s a $50 billion deficit.15 It’s the highest 
in the history of the state. The question is 
normally: Do you raise taxes, or cut 
expenses, or do you borrow? Here there is 
no “or”; it would be “and.” You’d have to cut 
expenses and tax and borrow. And you 
would hurt the economy. And you would 
hurt the city, more so.

New York City, you have an additional 
challenge, which is similar but much 
worse than the challenge after 9/11. After 
9/11, there was a period where people 
were questioning New York City in gen-
eral and the safety of the city. Nobody 
wanted to go downtown. People were 
afraid to come back into the city. We have 
that, plus, right? There’s a sense that New 
York City and the density and the crowd-
ing is a problem for covid. That’s com-
pounded by a sense of rising crime, rising 
homelessness, lack of capacity. So those 
issues are all interrelated. There’s no 
doubt that it’s going to take significant, 
united, aggressive action to get New York 
City back to where it needs to be.

How much federal support do you think 
will be necessary?

Well, the hole is $50 billion. Anything 
short of that is going to require us to make 
it up on our own. The biggest deficit the 
state has ever solved on its own has been 
about $10 billion, and that required real 
hardship. I’m asking [the federal govern-
ment] for the 50 because my point is it’s 
their liability. They caused it. They missed 
the virus coming from Europe, not New 
Yorkers. It was their negligence that caused 
this. Why would we be liable?

But I have handled a lot of disasters and 
emergencies and reconstruction. When 
I was at hud, I worked on dozens of hurri-
canes, floods, etc. We had Superstorm 
Sandy here, even our 9/11 experience in 
New York. There’s an opportunity in this. 
When you rebuild, you don’t build back 
what was there before. You build it back bet-
ter. You sustain damage on your home; all 
right, you put in an insurance claim, and a 
tree fell and hit the roof and you have to fix 
it. But bytheway, inthemeantime,youhave 
a new roof. And they have to redo the win-
dows, and you

Trump announced he had 
COVID-19 after a positive 
test conducted on October 1. 
On October 3, his doctor said 
that the president was 72 
hours into his diagnosis, 
raisi    her 
Tru      
posi    sed.

The state-budget deficit is
$14.5 billion this fiscal
year and will rise to $30
billion in 2021. Cuomo’s
request for federal aid
includes additional funds
for the MTA and local
governments.

When de Blasio first announced that city
schools would be closed for the remainder
of the year, Cuomo responded that that was
just the mayor’s “opinion” and that no policy
decision had been made. A few days after our
interview, Cuomo again intervened in the 
mayor’s plans, ordering that in certain COVID
hot spots in the city schools close one day 
earlier than de Blasio had planned.

13. 14. 15.
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WHEN NIMB
T  MLiberals on the Upper West Side wanted

to oust hundreds of homeless men
from a local hotel. Then Tucker Carlson
took up their cause. By Miriam Elder
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by the time Alison Morpurgo heard that 
283 homeless men would be moving into 
the Lucerne Hotel, just a few blocks from 
her apartment on the Upper West Side, she 
was already riled up.

It was late July, and Morpurgo was ven
turing outside after isolating for months
with her two teenage kids—walks in the
park, the occasional coffee with a friend. “It
was like, Wow, this is amazing. We’re out-
side again,” she recalled. The Upper West
Side, where the median income is almost
twice the citywide average, wears its liberal
ism like a badge of honor, and at the start
of the pandemic, gestures of compassion
abounded. Cozy Italian restaurants turned
into grocery stores selling essential items.
People put up signs offering help to those
in need. A local student who delivered food
to the elderly was invited to appear on
Good Morning America.

But as the neighborhood came back to
life, things felt … different. Amid the out
door restaurants and the couples ambling
down Broadway, Morpurgo saw discarded
needles on the sidewalk and people passed
out on benches. “The streets were starting
to feel a little bit less safe,” she said. “We just
didn’t know what was going on.” Everyone
around her seemed to be abandoning the
neighborhood. The streets were filled with
movingtrucks;manyresidentswhohadfled
during the pandemic to second homes in
Connecticut and the Hamptons decided to
leave for good.

Morpurgo, who leads a team of regula
tory lawyers at one of the world’s largest
banks, believed there was a direct connec
tion between the two developments: the
arrival of the homeless and the departure of
the wealthy. As part of a plan to create more
space for social distancing at shelters during
the pandemic, the city had already moved
some 450 men and women into three
empty hotels on the Upper West Side. But
the arrival of the men at the Lucerne was
“the straw that broke the camel’s back,”
according to Morpurgo. She and other resi
dents were alarmed to learn that many of
the men were what is known in social
work circles as mica—short for “mentally
ill chemical abuser.” The day after the men
moved into the hotel, a new group popped
up on Facebook to demand that they be
relocated. The group called itself Upper
West Siders for Safer Streets.

Who actually started the group remains a
closelyguardedsecret. “Itwasacollaborative
process,” the woman who pulled the trigger
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told me through an intermediary. “Many
neighbors, once strangers, came together
to create a virtual town square and effect
compassionate, constructive solutions.”
Within a week, Safer Streets had more
than 1,000 members. Morpurgo, who had
been invited by a fellow parent, was
among the first.

“There were so many posts about people
leaving New York,” she recalled. “So I said,
‘Can we just make this about staying? What
we can do to make it better for anyone who
either wants to stay or has to stay?’” She
was asked to become a moderator.

But many people who flocked to the
group, she quickly learned, weren’t inter-
ested in any form of moderation. Members 
posted photos of Black men gathered at the 
meridians on Broadway, close-ups of feces 
and condoms on the pavement, andpictures 
of encampments set up by those sleeping in 
the streets. There was no evidence that any 
of it involved the men from the Lucerne, but 
that stopped no one. “We worked very hard 
to be here,” read one comment. “The home-
less did not. They must me [sic] taken 
where they belong.” Some in the group took
to calling the men in the hotels “creatures.”
There was talk of smearing neighborhood
benches with molasses to discourage them
from sitting down. As the group ballooned
to 15,000 members, QAnon symbols began
appearing in profile photos. People were
shouting about “law and order.” Some didn’t
live on the Upper West Side at all. Others 
admitted they were Upper West Siders who 
were watching things unfold from afar.

The New York Post and Fox News quickly 
seized on the group. Morpurgo had wanted 
press coverage—anything to bring attention 
to the issue—but this wasn’t what she had 
bargained for. Sean Hannity and Tucker 
Carlson devoted segments to discussing 
how this nice, expensive (read white) corner 
of the city was descending into homeless 
(read Black) anarchy. The correspondents 
Fox sent “into the field” came back with 
stories—but no footage—of men shooting 
up in the streets. “A preview of coming 
attractions if Biden’s America became a 
reality,” Hannity warned. Paul Joseph 
Watson, a far-right YouTuber, featured the 
neighborhood in a video called New 
York City Is a Sh*thole that attracted 
nearly 1 million views. 

Morpurgo and her liberal neighbors, it 
seemed, had failed to understand the 
current state of America’s culture wars. 
“When the men came into the Lucerne, 
it  ded  s ug  oric,” 
s   Lo   al r  who 
opposed Safer Streets. “I was so embar-
rassed to have that coming out of a neigh-
borhood toward people who are in need.” 

But it was also becoming uncomfortably 
obvious that the rhetoric, while ugly, was 
clarifying. In the age of Trump, the line 
between “not in my backyard” and “go 
back to where you came from” has been 
all but obliterated. What is maga, after 
all, but a globalized version of  nimbyism, 
intent on chasing people of color off 
America’s pristine lawn? 

o one moves to the Upper 
West Side for the drama. This is a 
neighborhood of reliable habits—
of devout readers of the Sunday
Times, Friday-night dinners at 
Cafe Lux, and afternoon strolls in 
either Central or Riverside Park (a 
rivalry more contentious than 
Trump-Biden, in which every 
resident must declare a favorite). 
Morpurgo was stunned by the 
vitriol that was overwhelming 

Safer Streets, even if she agreed with the 
underlying goal. She had never even seen an 
episode of Carlson’s show, and now here he 
was, exploiting her neighborhood’s private 
pain for political gain. Only two months ear-
lier, the Upper West Side had been thrust 
into the national spotlight after a white 
woman called the cops on a Black bird-
watcher in Central Park. But in Morpurgo’s 
mind, the battle over the homeless wasn’t 
about race—it was about public safety. After 
all, she had gone to Black Lives Matter 
protests, and her kids were still marching.  
“I was really worried with some of the 
narrative that’s been spun around this,” 
she said. “The last thing I want is for my 
teenagers to think I’m a bad person.” 

With Safer Streets erupting into chaos, 
Morpurgo and four other members slipped 
away and registered a nonprofit called the 
West Side Community Organization. 
Known as WestCo, the group raised more 
than $200,000 through GoFundMe and 
private donations. In a sign of its desire to 
play hardball, the group retained Randy 
Mastro—the former deputy mayor to Rudy 
Giuliani—who threatened to sue the city if 
it did not move the men out of the Lucerne. 
Some of the group’s leaders met for the first 
time in the backyard of a brownstone 
belonging to Dana Lowey Luttway, a real-
estate magnate who is the daughter of 
Representative Nita Lowey. “I just wanted 
to hug people, but you couldn’t,” said 
Morpurgo, who was named vice-president. 
They ordered sushi and sat six feet apart.

But while WestCo didn’t engage in the 
  around by Safer Streets, 

  ate it from accusations of 
liberal hypocrisy. White people make up 
almost 70 percent of the Upper West Side, 
while Black people comprise 58 percent of 

the city’s shelters. One longtime resident, 
Peggy Taylor, recalled the first thing she said 
when the men arrived at the Lucerne: “Now 
I’m not the only Black face on the Upper 
West Side.” Low, who teaches economics 
at the Wharton School of the University 
of Pennsylvania, compared WestCo to 
segregationists from the ’60s: “It’s about 
wanting the Upper West Side to become 
this more and more exclusive space.” In 
response, she founded a group called the 
Upper West Side Open Hearts Initiative, 
which organized a series of events in front 
of the Lucerne—donation drives to provide 
the men with clothes for job interviews, art 
projects where people chalked messages on 
the sidewalk outside the hotel: all are 
welcome here and yes in my backyard.

Inside the Lucerne, meanwhile, things 
were rough, especially at the outset. Fights 
broke out in the middle of the night. Few 
people wore masks. The hallways were 
filled with cigarette smoke. Douglas 
Rowan, who has lived in one of ten rent-
controlled apartments in the hotel for 35 
years, took to leaving his home only to 
walk his mastiff and Shih Tzu poodle. 
“They brought 283 people into a building 
without notice, did not enforce any of the 
protocols, and dumped them in the laps of 
ten people who are all seniors with pre-
existing conditions,” he said. “These people 
have the right to be safe, but so do we.” 

One of the temporary residents, who 
goes by the name Da Homeless Hero, was 
also unhappy with the way things started off 
at the hotel. In the first few weeks, security 
wasn’t doing its job. Men trying to stay 
clean were roomed with those still in the 
grips of addiction. The smoking was out of 
control. He understood why neighbor-
hood residents were upset, but he didn’t 
understand why they didn’t focus on trying 
to fix things instead of evicting those in 
need. It was traumatic being shuffled from 
shelter to shelter. In one, Da Homeless 
Hero had contracted covid-19. Now he 
just wanted a place to sleep.

One day, he left the hotel and saw the 
messages written on the pavement by mem-
bers of Open Hearts. “I seen all the chalk on 
the floor and all the hoopla and stuff,” he 
said. “I’m just a straight shooter, so I sent a 
message to them—I appreciate it, but get the 
fuck outta here. This ain’t gonna do nothing 
for us. They hit me back immediately and 
said, ‘Oh, so glad that you reached us. Can 
you tell us what we can do?’ ” 

Most residents, though, remained intent 
on evicting the men. In August, nearly 1,400 
people tuned in to a community-board 
meeting devoted to the issue—a Zoom 
record. It was a public and, for the Upper 
West Side, fairly frank airing of grievances. 

NEW YORK ON THE BRINK ... OF SOMETHING ...
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(“There have been a lot of questions about 
what to do when folks encounter—and I’m 
sorry I’m using words that I never thought 
I’d use in a community-board meeting—
they encounter people masturbating,” board 
chair Mark Diller said at one point.) By the 
end, the meeting had coalesced into a single 
thought, lobbed in various forms: What was 
the timeline? When would these men be 
gone? It was as though everyone were really 
asking, When will this pandemic be over? 
The Lucerne—and the men living in it—had 
become a stand-in for a city going through a 
once-in-a-generation crisis.

 
it all reminded Curtis Sliwa of the bad 
old days. As founder of the Guardian Angels, 
Sliwa made a name for himself in the ’80s as 
a vigilante crime fighter, a man who took to 
the streets to make them safer, often target-
ing people of color. But he was discredited 
after he boasted about muggings and fights 
with rapists that never in fact took place. 
Now Sliwa was living on the Upper West 
Side with his fourth wife, still wearing his 
signature red beret, still patrolling the 
streets, and looking to stage a comeback 
with a run for mayor next year.

Every morning, Sliwa would go out and 
get breakfast, cat food, and a copy of the 
paper. Suddenly, in the midst of the battle 
over the Lucerne, local residents were com-
ing up to him and sharing their concerns. 
“People never had two words for me up 
there,” he said. “So I said, ‘Well, you know, 
I’m your neighbor. Let me look into it.’ ”

Sliwa was in his element. He no longer 
needed to head to midtown, to what he 
called the “Corridor of Doom,” to hand out 
hand sanitizer to homeless people “so as to 
prevent, hopefully, the transmission of 
coronavirus.” He could just put on his beret 
and walk out his front door. Soon, flyers 
seeking new recruits to the Guardian 
Angels littered the neighborhood. When 
the group held two open calls in Central 
Park, hundreds of people showed up. Being 
highly educated consumers of political 
activism, they pressed Sliwa on the details. 
“I’ve never been questioned so much about 
Guardian Angels patrols and what we do 
than I have been on the Upper West Side,” 
he said. “And I’ve been all over the world.” 
By the end, Sliwa enlisted about 70 new 
Angels. Not one of them was Black.

Allison Eden, an artist who has lived on 
the Upper West Side for two decades, was 
one of those who signed up. “covid made 
everything weird,” she said. “There were all 
these agg   ho  ed 
into the  ele  at 
seemed very different and unsafe.” She 
saw “hookers and pimps” on the streets 
and almost stepped on a needle while 

wearing flip-flops. She didn’t understand 
why residents who wanted to relocate the 
homeless men were being called racist. 
“Up until, like, June, everybody seemed to 
get along just fine,” said Eden, who is 
white. “I mean, I never saw any racism at 
all. I feel like New York City is a bubble—
you don’t live here if you’re going to be 
carrying a Confederate flag.” 

Never mind that a certain lifelong New 
Yorker now serves as America’s white 
supremacist–in–chief. Liberals who 
opposed the homeless felt unjustly accused 
of racism. Perhaps, Morpurgo thought, it 
was just a matter of finding the right 
words. “Maybe some people—including 
myself, being almost 50 years old—don’t 
have the language my teens have to say all 
this the right way,” she said. “Not everyone 
is there yet. And even if they have woke 
ideas, maybe they’re not articulated right.” 
As the battle over the Lucerne raged on, 
WestCo began to shift its rhetoric. The 
issue, as they now framed it, was less about 
their own safety and more about “getting 
this vulnerable population the services 
they so desperately need”—something that 
could not happen in a converted hotel, 
WestCo argued.

The city, for its part, only made things 
worse. In the first week of September, 
Mayor de Blasio took a ride through the 
Upper West Side. “What I saw was not 
acceptable,” he declared, sounding more 
like Carlson than the man who had vowed 
for years to “turn the tide on homelessness.” 
It was hard to know what de Blasio had 
seen. The outdoor restaurants brimming 
with diners? The crowds in Central Park? 
The kids happily racing around on public 
playgrounds? The mayor announced he 
would be moving the men from the 
L e to  armonia, a temporary 
s  on  st Street. “He’s always 
been very sensitive to the ‘good liberals’ on 
the Upper West Side,” said a former senior 
de Blasio staffer. “He likes to do that sort of 

stuff to show we’re being responsive to this 
voting, rich, influential area.” 

But a week later, de Blasio abruptly 
backed away from his pledge, saying he 
would instead defer to officials in charge 
of social services. By that point, 17 home-
less families had already been moved out 
of the Harmonia to make way for men 
from the Lucerne. The mayor, critics 
charged, was engaged in a game of “dom-
ino displacement.”

On September 25, after a protracted 
struggle, the city announced that the men 
would be moved to an empty Radisson 
Hotel, in the middle of an empty Wall 
Street, in the middle of an increasingly 
empty city. Morpurgo, for one, was happy. 
Sure, it was another hotel, but there were 
already plans to convert it into a shelter. It 
wasn’t a long-term fix, but residents on the 
Upper West Side had won. The homeless 
would be gone.

The men at the Lucerne were resigned 
but angry. Da Homeless Hero was “dev-
astated” when he heard they would be 
moved. “The mayor said we’re not accept-
able,” he fumed. “He targeted us. He 
dehumanized us.” Advocates say that 
shuffling people from shelter to shelter 
only adds to their misery. “Being home-
less and being in a shelter—that alone is 
going to have a detrimental effect on your 
mental and physical health,” said Giselle 
Routhier, policy director of the Coalition 
for the Homeless. “Repeated experiences 
of instability while you’re homeless just 
add more trauma on top of that.”

The group Morpurgo helped found is 
now a fixture in the neighborhood. Resi-
dents in other neighborhoods where 
hotels are being used as shelters have 
even reached out to WestCo for advice. A 
new group, in fact, formed shortly after 
the move to the Radisson was announced. 
It calls itself Downtown NYCers for Safe 
Streets. Within a week, it had more than 
2,000 members.  ■

RESIDENTS TRYING TO OUST THE HOMELESS MEN  
WERE STUNNED TO BE CALLED RACIST.  

“THE LAST THING I WANT,” SAID ONE, “IS  
FOR MY TEENAGERS TO THINK I’M A BAD PERSON.”
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Kalman Brudo “Street rabbi,” Crown Heights

“Unless the city gets new management, we are doomed.  

It’s so sad because I really am still addicted to the city.”
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Ebonie Smith Bartender and student, Flatbush, and Seth Abel Freelance photographer, Park Slope

“It’s kind of shocking how it seems like people have lost their social skills or just kindness. Normally,  

if I go out to lunch, I like to mingle. I’ll say, ‘I like your dress. I like your shoes.’ That used to be my thing. 

And now people just give you the death stare. I’d like to be able to have that again.” –Seth Abel
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sometime soon, even as office workers 
still give each other latitude and exchange 
muffled greetings through their masks, you 
may find yourself waiting for an elevator. If 
the building is old, with a cramped lobby, 
the line begins outside, where it crisscrosses 
 other ones, so that the sidewalk resembles 
Thanksgiving check-in at JFK. You maneu-
ver to avoid vendors and delivery guys, 
maybe even the first returning tourists, all 
overflowing the sidewalk. The morning 
jam-up becomes severe enough that local 
businesses petition to ban private vehicles
from that block, possibly neighboring ones,
too. Employers start staggering workday
hours, and pressure mounts to impose the
congestion pricing that was intended to
thin traffic but then deferred. That, in turn,
means overhauling the inchoate mess of
bridge and tunnel tolls. With the subway in
distress, busways and bike lanes proliferate.
To satisfy employees who want to minimize
their commutes, businesses open outer-
borough satellites, energizing shopping
streets that were badly in need of a boost.
Soon, we’re living in a different New York,
and maybe a better one.

The past seven months have provided
astonishing lessons in urban transforma-
tion, radiating from elevators andsidewalks
to the city’s economic foundations.Direness
has blown a hole in New Yorkers’ armor of
cynicism and habit. We’ve come to appreci-
ate how fragile even a great city is, how deli-
cate the gearworks that keep the whole
machine clattering along. We’ve also seen
how sturdy it can be. When the virus swept
through, New Yorkers beat it back, turning
one of the most dangerous spots in the
nation into one of the safest—temporarily,
at least. That combination of failure, epiph-
any, improvisation, and determination
gives us a once-in-a-lifetime shot at mold-
ing the next phase of the city’s evolution.

A little over a year from now, the mayor,
two-thirds of the City Council, four of the
five borough presidents, and the comptrol-
ler will hit their term limits. The people
who replace them will take charge of a tot-
tering metropolis that is simultaneously
trying to right and redefine itself—to build
back better, to borrow Joe Biden’s catch-
phrase. What kind of city materializes
in the 2020s will depend in part on how
those leaders balance the drive toward
global-capital status with the need to care
for those who are left out of that prosperity.
For nearly seven years, we’ve had a mayor
who campaigned on behalf of the poor, the
marginalized, and the outer-boroughs but
presided over an ever-shinier city of manic
wealth and grinding inequities. For all his
rhetorical anti-capitalism, Bill de Blasio
yoked his affordable-housing aspirations

to real-estate-industry trickle-down. His
most triumphant rezoning, bulking up
Midtown East and dwarfing the Empire
State Building, serves mostly high finance.
And his commitment to safer, greener,
more flexible streets has been flickering at
best. The history of those disappointments,
and the dislocations of covid, present
de Blasio’s successor with a chance to ask
some fundamental questions about New

York’s moral future: Should the highest 
and best use of a patch of urban dirt always 
be reckoned in dollars per square foot, or 
can equity, empathy, and fairness figure 
into the formula too?

“In a moment of crisis, people see the 
world around them differently,” says Shaun 
Donovan, a former Housing and Urban 
Development secretary during the Obama 
administration who is exploring a run for 
mayor. “They’re open to new ways of seeing 
their communities and their city, and they’re 
looking to be united. As devastating as these 
crises have been, they are an opportunity to 
reimagine New York.” 

The pandemic has magnified every weak-
ness and afterthought, every iota of neglect. 
With a shrunken budget and a tax base in 
flux, the city can’t spend its way to prosper-
ity. But it also can’t afford self-destructive 
austerity, not if it wants to live up to its aspi-
rations of greater equity. Everyone hates that 
trash is piled on the sidewalk, but wheel-
chair users are the ones who can’t get past. 
When crime rises, communities of color feel 
it first. When the subway doesn’t work, those 
with the most grueling commutes suffer 
most. When parks fill with rats, playgrounds 
rust, libraries close, and roads clog, when 
supermarkets disappear, when jobs vanish 
and housing construction stalls, already 
hard lives become unbearable. Only the 
wealthy can insulate themselves.

“The pandemic has made us realize how 
interconnected we all really are,” says Jessica 
Katz, executive director of the Citizens 
Housing and Planning Council. “It’s not just 
my health care and housing that keep me 
and my family safe; it’s your health care and 
housing that keep my family safe.” Also your 
schools, your commute, your streets, and 
even the air you breathe. The post-covid 
recovery, twinned with an almost com-
pletely new city government, has the power 
to alter nearly all aspects of the city, includ-
ing home, work, and the trips in between.

Home

new york doesn’t have  enough  
housing. (Except in one category: We’ve  
got an oversupply of gajillion-dollar  
cloud palaces.) The constant thrum of 
skyline-altering construction created the 
impression that the 2010s were a decade of 
manic condo building, but the city has 
added new places to live at the same steady 
and modest pace for 30 years, never keep-
ing up with the growing population or the 
explosion in the number of jobs. There are 
those who think that’s fine: New York is 
crowded enough; don’t build and they 
won’t come. And yet they do, packing a 
family of four into a closet-size room if that’s 
what it takes. The coronavirus refreshed a 
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lesson from past contagions: Disease 
spreads wherever people cram together.

In theory, the covid recession should 
help alleviate the shortage. Vacancies are up, 
rents are down, and we hear there are good 
deals to be had. But that’s mostly a Manhat-
tan, plus well-off slices of Brooklyn and 
Queens, phenomenon and likely a brief one. 
The rejuvenating tides of immigrants that 
nourish the outer-boroughs have dried up 
for now but will (assuming Donald Trump 
is not reelected) flow again. So will the 
stream of people propelled by fantasy, ambi-
tion, and eccentricity. In the meantime,
though, a lot of formerly low-income fami-
lies are now no-income families, and many
who were barely hanging on now aren’t.The
legions of the homeless have swelled in
recent years, and mass evictions may lie
ahead. People who fear ice are going with-
out government help. Left unmanaged,
these currents will sweep New York back
from a new crisis to an old one: a city simul-
taneously prosperous and pauperized.

When it comes to getting the housing we
need at prices working people can pay, we’ve
all been trapped inside a set of circular para-
doxes. One of the most common ways to
create more affordable  apartments—one de
Blasio has relied on—is to tuck them, a few
at a time, into market-rate towers. They
often wind up boosting rents in the entire
area, sharpening rather than alleviating
need, and affordable is a squishy term that
doesn’t always mean cheap anyway. The
combination of pressure and incentives has
yielded bifurcated results: bulky complexes
in poor neighborhoods, trickles of new
apartments in well-off ones. Bronx Point, a
megaproject hard by the Major Deegan
Expressway, will eventually deliver more
than 500 rent-regulated units (plustheUni-
versal Hip Hop Museum). But a 22-story
building that is just starting to rise at the
corner of Broadway and West 96th Street
will contain the requisite number of afford-
able apartments: one.

“We have a trickle-down housing pro-
gram: Put up luxury units and hope that will
make the rest of the market more affordable.
In reality, though, private developers are
facilitators of inequity,” says Barika Wil-
liams, the executive director of the advocacy
organization Association for Neighborhood
& Housing Development. “My question is:
How much are they willing to change the
rules of the game?” 

The future depends on a mayor who can
find a new game to play. Comptroller Scott
Stringer, another mayoral candidate, has
floated an idea for universal affordable
housing, which mandates that a quarter of
every new building with more than ten
apartments be set aside. The point is to

bake affordability into construction—to
make it a given, along with plumbing and
fire exits. But the plan’s economics are
vague and the politics dicey. If New York
couldn’t keep up with demand even in
boom times, the mix of recession, stricter
rules, and scanter subsidies could shut
business down, except perhaps in the
most rarefied Zip Codes. Stringer doesn’t
seem troubled by how private developers

may react, since they build mostly for the 
affluent anyway. Funneling subsidies 
through them, as de Blasio has done, 
means feeding what Stringer calls the 
 “gentrification-industrial complex.” Far 
better to give the robust network of 
 community-based nonprofits (like Phipps 
Houses, for example) a monopoly on pub-
lic dollars. “If you’re building truly afford-
able integrated housing and you’re creat-
ing a different economic model, then you 
don’t have to rely on luxury developers.” 

Luxury developers. The phrase drips with 
contempt—a sentiment that may play well 
during a campaign but that no sitting mayor 
can afford to act on. If Stringer and other 
progressives want more leverage, they will 
have to negotiate a new relationship with 
the real-estate industry, rather than hope to 
lock it out. It’s true that public subsidies help 
developers get rich—Stephen Ross built the 
mammoth Related Companies on afford-
able housing—but the fact is they are the 
ones with the capital. The federal govern-
ment, however, has steadily choked off fund-
ing for public housing since the Reagan 
years. In 1998, Congress—looking to lock in 
Republican free-market thinking—made it 
illegal to add to the nation’s stock. (The 
House recently passed a bill, sponsored by 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, to repeal that 
law; it’s not getting through the McConnell 
Senate.) As nycha continues to decay from 
a lack of basic maintenance, the immense 
crater in the city’s finances has led de Blasio 
to cut the affordable-housing budget by 
40 percent. That move could stall the whole 
recovery, Katz says: “After 9/11, the mort-
gage crisis, and Hurricane Sandy, affordable 
housing was an engine of growth.” Heading 
into the last lap of his mayoralty, de Blasio is 
now pushing for Soho to absorb hundreds 
of affordable apartments and a few thou-
sand market-rate ones. He may not get it 
done before he leaves office, but the belated 
move challenges his successor to rezone 
upscale neighborhoods as well as poor ones. 
(Stringer and Brooklyn borough president 
Eric Adams have endorsed an upzoning, but 
other candidates, including former de Blasio 
aide Maya Wiley, have so far stayed silent.)

Any new social housing has to be sustain-
able, durable, flexible, and quickly built, in 
part to earn its residents’ affection, in both 
poor and pricey Zip Codes. Last year, the 
Housing Department held a competition, 
“Big Ideas for Small Lots,” to find ways to use 
scraps of publicly owned land that come in 
hard-to-use shapes: skinny, steep, or curv-
ing. Among the finalists was the studio of 
the late architect and critic Michael Sorkin, 
a passionately articulate believer in a more 
humane New York. He conceived an elegant 
stack of narrow but well-lit homes con-

In a year,  
Bill de Blasio’s 
successor will
get the chance
to make New York
life easier, nicer, 
and fairer—or  
just keep us  
going the way we 
were before.  
By Justin Davidson
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NEW YORK ON THE BRINK ... OF SOMETHING ...

Kahlique Nipper Actor, Jamaica 

“It definitely does feel like the city that I love isn’t there anymore. It’s very sad. When I think 

of New York, I think of going out to restaurants, nightclubs—nothing is there.”
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Camila Frater Student, West Village

“This is my only home. But sometimes I have these weird moments where  

I’m like, Oh my God, I’m freaking out. And I have that feeling of wanting to go home.  

But when I think about home, I’m like, Where, though?”
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structed of mass timber—layers of wood
formed into slabs that handle fire, weather,
and earthquakes as well as concrete and
steel, with much less environmental
impact—equippedwithterracesandtopped
with a pergola of solar panels. Design often
gets lost in the scrum over policy, zoning,
and gentrification, but it’s one of the best
tools we have. Good architecture is tougher
to oppose, more efficient to maintain, and
easier to protect when it grows old. That
which is loved lasts longer.

Each clause in the law has a history and
a purpose, usually to save a life or preserve
health. Many are born from tragic experi-
ence. But there is also an overlay of obso-
lete, even harmful rules. Vast tracts of the
outer-boroughs permit only single-family
detached houses, but in the climate-change
era, that kind of low density can’t be sacro-
sanct. In many areas, developers are forced
to add indoor parking, sheltering cars at the
expense of sheltering people. Building code
forbids using mass timber for tall buildings.
Even more obstacles are tucked deep in the
ganglion of property taxes that accounts for
more than 40 percent of municipal reve-
nue. In general, the law favors homeowners
over renters, the affluent over the poor, and
gentrifiers over residents of perpetually un-
hot neighborhoods. One jury-rigged rem-
edy is the 421-a tax abatement, which some
developers insist keeps the rental market
from grinding to a halt and opponents con-
sider an obscene lubricant of luxury.

What New York needs from its next
mayor and City Council is the kind of radi-
cal pragmatism it takes to understand and
then clear away the legal underbrush, the
disincentives, and the gladiatorial combat
that get in the way of building what makes
sense. New York can no longer count on
bulldozing slums, colonizing landfill, clear-
ing flood-prone lowlands, or repossessing
thousands of neglected properties to do so.
Some vacant areas could still accommodate
Manhattan-style density: Sunnyside Yard
in Queens, say. But a less restrictive future,
and a willingness to rezone rich neighbor-
hoods like Soho, could also lead to a renais-
sance of infill, the incremental, block-by-
block insertion of buildings that are neither
house nor high-rise but medium-size, well
built, and beautiful.

Work

F
or a century, the practice has been
to segment the city into separate func-
tions: Work here, live there, with roads
and rails s ng between those
zones. (Mi e is a development
buzzword, but realizing it is challeng-
ing and costly enough that it generally

results in precious enclaves like Hudson

Yards.) These days, though, homes do triple 
duty as workplaces and schools. Streets 
function as restaurants, parks as gyms, clos-
ets as Zoom studios, while entire purpose-
built districts lie vacant. These intense dis-
ruptions have made it clear that if we can 
change the way we use the city, we can also 
change the city to suit the way we want to 
live. We can make it simultaneously easier 
and less necessary to cover miles every day 
just to get to work, see a doctor, buy fresh 
food, or find a pickup game. Paris is pio-
neering the decentralized 15-minute city, 
where each neighborhood is nearly an inde-
pendent small town. New York should 
embrace the kind of helter-skelter neigh-
borhoods where light manufacturing takes 
place in converted parking garages, store-
fronts become apartments, office buildings 
contain artists’ live-in studios, and rooftops 
earn their keep as vegetable gardens. That 
means scrapping the zoning that prevents 
such promiscuous land use.

Traditional zoning categories are embed-
ded in real-estate values, which are now in 
upheaval.The rise of online shopping, accel-
erated by the pandemic, has helped create a 
glut of real-world square footage that runs 
the risk of turning lively arteries into blank-
walled ravines. New apartment buildings 
already often sit on top of cavernous stores 
that lie dormant for years as property own-
ers hold out for a high-rent tenant that, now, 
may never come. But a surfeit of street-level 
space in the densest parts of the city is a 
problem only if we think narrowly about 
howtofill it.The pandemic has drawn store-
front businesses out to the street; the recov-
ery can draw the street into storefronts. 
“Install garage doors instead of glass so you 
can keep the spaces open and ventilated,” 
exhorts Claire Weisz, co-founder of the 
public-spirited architecture firm WXY. She 
envisions linking blocks-long stretches and 
leaving them open, creating networks of 
storefront arcades. “If there were incentives 
to rent them at minimum amounts, you 
would get a flourishing of uses”: vendors, 
farmers’ markets, tutoring centers, confer-
ence rooms, offices for nonprofit organiza-
tions, study-hall rooms. The first and final 
answer to so many new ideas and visionary 
ambitions isalmost always no. Resistance to 
development cuts across class lines, racial 
divisions, and rationales. The affluent com-
plain that new construction eliminates 
charm, low-income New Yorkers protest 
that it forces them out, and those with the 
most heartfelt objections wind up dominat-
ing the conversation. “We have to be careful 
that whoever claims to speak on behalf of 
the community is actually doing so,” says 
Adams, who also plans to run for mayor. 

The rituals in this conflict are ancient but 

not inviolable. The next administration 
could start by reviewing the adventures of 
Amazon in Queens. Last year, in a rare act 
of seamless collaboration, de Blasio and 
Governor Cuomo struck a secret deal to lure 
the corporate giant to Long Island City: bil-
lions in incentives in exchange for the prom-
ise of 25,000 jobs and a tide of workers tak-
ing the subway to, instead of from, Queens 
every morning. Community groups and 
elected officials, blindsided by the agree-
ment and shocked at its scale and the size of 
its giveaways, depicted it as an attack on the 
people by a corporate-government cartel.
After staring into the mud pit of New York 
real-estate politics, Amazon bolted. Maybe 
the whole debacle was doomed to play out 
that way, but the experience suggests ways 
not to repeat it. Start by asking and listening 
to the people who live next door, rather than 
springing a fait accompli. Line up political 
support ahead of time. Make sure the devel-
opers understand the turf. Build in a set of 
public benefits from the beginning, local 
and citywide, immediate and long-term. 
Don’t leave it up to local opponents to go up 
against brigades of lawyers and fight for 
crumbs of public space.

None of these strategies ensures success. 
Just weeks ago, the owners of Industry City 
were forced to abandon a sweeping expan-
sion proposal that would have transformed 
that giant waterfront hunk of Brooklyn 
manufacturing into an even more hopping 
commercial hub. This was no stealth mega-
project, like Amazon; discussions with the 
Sunset Park community had been going on 
for years. But in the end, the details mat-
tered less than political winds and revulsion 
at the sweeping plan. Failures like the one 
at Industry City leave the next mayor and 
City Council with a daunting challenge: 
how to surf the anti-capitalist Zeitgeist and 
avoid turning the world capital of capital 
into an economic backwater.

 Shipping, manufacturing, finance, 
 tourism—each has buoyed the city, then left 
a wake of wreckage. The next mayor will 
have to continue to find new ways to spread 
the risk, and one path to a sturdier, fairer 
future might run through the past. “Ours 
was an agrarian city. We had farmland in 
the Bronx and Queens,” Adams says. “With 
today’s technology, we can grow food on 
rooftops and in vertical spaces.” That busi-
ness could quickly expand beyond the ear-
nest niche it occupies now. New York has 
about 40,000 acres of rooftop space; the 
Milwaukee urban farmer Will Allen once 
claimed that his three-acre plot could feed 
10,000 people. Adams envisions a citywide 
network combining rooftop gardeners with 
companies like AeroFarms, which con-
verted a steel-supply plant in Newark into 
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an agricultural powerhouse. “Urban farm-
ing is a multibillion-dollar industry. If a 
person knows they’re going to be providing 
960,000 meals a day to schoolkids, that’s 
leverage. That gets them access to capital.”

Before the pandemic, restaurants, bars, 
and caterers employed nearly 325,000 peo-
ple, many of them the actors, artists, and 
immigrants without whom this would be 
just another big town. During the worst of 
the crisis, restaurateurs mobilized to feed 
frontline workers and supply food pantries. 
Later, it was restaurants that forced the city 
to close streets and commandeer parking
spaces, effectively a pilot program for a 
reduced-car future. Large-scale farming 
within the city limits could supply charities, 
fussy chefs, and locavores, as well as prisons, 
hospitals, and schools. It would also cut 
truck traffic, minimize use of water and soil, 
create jobs, and use fallow space. “The next 
administration has to stop doing single-
problem solutions,” Adams says. “One solu-
tion must address many problems.” 

 
In Between

W
e depend on increasinglydecrepit 
circulatory systems. The Brooklyn-
Queens Expressway needs to be 
dismantled or replaced. The Port 
Authority Bus Terminal is a dis-
reputable relic. The trip to and 
from the airports would shame a 

more embarrassable metropolis. Equally 
urgent, we’re ill prepared for climate change. 
Despite vows by the city to reach carbon 
neutrality by 2050, the past six months have 
demonstrated that we can’t fake our way 
through floods, fires, heat, and other disrup-
tions. All require coordination among vari-
ous levels of government that can’t agree on 
which way the toilet-paper roll should go.

In the absence of healthy cash flow, this is 
the moment to plan for more flush times. 
New York needs to lean in on the big proj-
ects that have been stalled for years: a rail 
freight tunnel across the harbor that would 
take tens of thousands of trucks off city road-
ways, the Gateway Tunnel that would sus-
tain service into Penn Station, and defenses 
against rising seas. A sane Washington 
would see these as national priorities, since 
money spent to protect New York pays dis-
proportionate dividends. The metro area 
produces nearly 9 percent of the GDP. It 
pays far more in federal taxes than it gets 
back, effectively subsidizing rural states. 
And those numbers don’t account for our 
web of connections that churn up money 
clouds all over the world. America does not 
thrive unless New York does.

Perhaps regime change in Washington 
will deliver cash and enthusiasm for those 
projects. (Joe Biden, the Amtrak-fanboy 

president!) Till then, the city can more nim-
bly and independently overhaul the way we 
get around. When car traffic fell and the sub-
way seemed forbidding, de Blasio discov-
ered the appeal of the plebeian bus. The 14th 
Street busway, which debuted a year ago, 
was the start of a citywide network that 
seems suddenly urgent. But it will be up to 
the next mayor to plot a wholesale reorgani-
zation of the way we use streets—more than 
a quarter of the city’s land—less as a grid of 
channels to sluice vehicles around and more 
as a collective outdoors where eating, com-
muting, playing, selling, working, and innu-
merable other activities all coexist.

Pandemic adaptations have demon-
strated both possibilities and pitfalls. Fragile 
restaurants are surviving outdoors for now, 
but often they crunch down the sidewalk to 
a sliver. Waiters have to step across a bike 
lane to reach outboard tables, risking a col-
lision at each pass. The open-streets pro-
gram is a threadbare stopgap. Cars threaten 
to plow through police barriers (and have 
done so) or weave among pedestrians at 
many times the five-miles-per-hour speed 
limit. The current mayor doesn’t need to 
wait until the sense of emergency has sub-
sided to demand design for safer intersec-
tions, evict official vehicles from bike lanes, 
and prevent the police from closing side-
walks near precinct stations. 

It’s also time to move from improvisation 
to planning, from ad hoc closures here and 
there to a citywide network of streets 
designed for different intensities of use. We 
don’t need to invent this from scratch. In 
June, the National Association of City 
Transportation Officials released “Streets for 
Pandemic Response & Recovery,” an illus-
trated handbook of designs for school 
streets, market streets, transit streets, and so 
on. In the Meatpacking District, the 
 business-improvement district unrolled 
lengths of sod to transform a block of Little 
West 12th Street into a mini-showcase of a 
greener future. The architect and planner 
John Massengale argues for a mixed web of 
“quiet streets,” where vehicles are permitted 
but bicycles and pedestrians take prece-
dence. Proposals to pedestrianize miles of 
Broadway pop up with hopeful regularity. 
None of this can happen in the absence of 
mayoral vision.

In pre-pandemic New York, even small 
changes to the streetscape required 
immense effort. After covid, quicker tweaks 
can yield sweeping transformations. 
Smoothing aboveground commutes and 
mapping out more ample pedestrian space 
mean thinning car traffic and cutting back 
on street parking. To many drivers, that’s 
infuriating, but to the city at large, it’s a god-
send, scrubbing the air, lowering the vol-

ume, and clearing the way for ambulances 
and other vehicles that really need to be 
there. (We no longer have to imagine those 
conditions: We lived with them.) In this 
reengineering of the streets, garbage could 
spend the night before collection in munici-
pal dumpsters parked by the curb, rather 
than sitting in bags, a smorgasbord for rats. 
A fairer city is made out of such prosaic fid-
dling, especially when business as usual is 
unjust. “We’re designing inequality into the 
city,” says Justin Garrett Moore, executive 
director of the Public Design Commission. 
He offers one tiny, highly visible example: 
Business-improvement districts, so many of 
which are in midtown, have the clout to get 
high-quality streetscapes and pay for their 
upkeep. Everyone else gets rivers of asphalt. 
Moore and others suggest tapping a source 
that progressives consider slightly satanic—
those pesky real-estate developers, always 
on the lookout for the next boom. The city 
could harness their optimism by siphoning 
part of the cost of each new building into a 
dedicated fund so rising prices in one area 
subsidize the public realm of another. “We 
have to shift from ‘Build, baby, build’ to ‘Let’s 
take care of each other,’ ” Moore says. Except, 
of course, that you need the first part to pay 
for the second. 

As the campaign for mayor gets going, 
policing, public health, and racial justice will 
loom. But in New York, every conversation 
is about real estate. Whether to marry or 
divorce, how to stay healthy, where to work, 
how children learn, who protests where, 
where the unhoused sleep, what businesses 
thrive—every one of these questions has an 
answer that is partially written in rebar. And 
so, as they try to envision a city built for 
equity, the candidates may want to swing by 
a construction site on Third Avenue in Mott 
Haven, where the nonprofit Communitas 
America will soon open Heyground, a 
45,000-square-foot combination club-
house, office, and community center for 
small businesses trying to make a go of it in 
the Bronx. Esmeralda Herrera, a member of 
the organization’s tiny staff, says the building 
can function as an incubator of talent, hope, 
and common purpose, supporting women 
like Maurelhena Walles, who founded 
Equity Design to make the borough health-
ier through physical activity, and 
LaShawnna Harris, whose company, 
sharEDtalent, supplies struggling schools 
with temp staff, websites, and grant propos-
als. “These entrepreneurs are passionate to 
see others succeed,” Herrera says. “We hope 
Heyground will be the physical embodi-
ment of that spirit.” Her LinkedIn page 
describes her job as “ecosystem builder.” 
That’s a title the next mayor of New York 
might stencil on the door at City Hall.  ■
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The
Pandemic

Pet
by hilary reid

Photograph by Aleia Murawski and Sam Copeland

➸ for those who think walking a dog is drudgery and keeping a cat is
a chore, a smaller, if slimier, companion has slid onto the scene: the humble

snail. Over the past few months, it seems that one man’s pest has become
another m    oll   sud  er     the 
popular I  ed @  her    n     seen 
painting at an easel in a studio; helping advertise jewelry designer Sophie 
Buhai’s spring-summer 2021 collection; and in the homes of people like Yoko 
Koide, a butcher at Marlow & Daughters, and the artist Chloe Wise. 

This snail boom is bizarre but not altogether illogical: Snails don’t ask 
much of you (care-wise, they’re only one step up from a fiddle-leaf fig), and 
the fact that they spend their lives curled up in a shell means they’re a liv-
ing, walking (albeit very slowly) metaphor for these times—one that hap-
pens to be incredibly easy to photograph and will look pleasantly weird 
(which is, incidentally, 2020’s resounding aesthetic) next to your Murano 
mushroom lamp. It’s taken a characteristically long time for snails to break 
into the mainstream as pets, but here they are.

best bets
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MAR 30, 2020 BuzzFeed News strategist Maggie
Schultz was on Instagram and “saw Okimoto

was giving some away. My former colleague at
BuzzFeed had snails, and they were kind of

cuddly and seemed easy to care for. So I adopted
one from Okimoto and named it Tony.”

 DEC 2019 Mira Moore,
a server at Ops in Bushwick, also

finds a snail in a box of arugula. Moore,
who had previously owned rats, decides
to take it home and names him Rocket.

MAR 2020 Artist
Okimoto finds snails

in her yard in Queens
and asks her friend
Moore if they make

good pets. Affirmed,
she keeps one and

hands out several via
contactless pickup.

MAR 2020

Construction estimator
Ramona Sadiq takes
two from Okimoto.
“They’re blobby,”
she says. “Like those

blobby ceramics.
Maybe we’re just

into blobby shapes.”

the pandemic pet

And How
Long DoThey Live?

Two to three years, generally—
though some live much longer. But,

according to Doherty, it’s impolite to inquire.
“The first question people always ask when

they see my snails is ‘How long do they
live?’ Which is absolutely fucking

disrespectful.”

Where
to Buy One

If you want to take
in a snail you find on a stem

of arugula, that may
be perfectly aboveboard.

But if you want to order one
online, that is a different
story: It’s often illegal

to buy snails from out
of state because many

are invasive species. This
doesn’t mean snail sites

don’t exist: Snailpets.com,
which is run by a mother-
daughter duo, ships them
in a ventilated container
with some lettuce ($18),
and there are legions of

black-market snails on sites
like eBay and Etsy. But

your best bet, if you want
to avoid the legal issues

surrounding snail-ordering,
is to go look for one under

a log in the park.

Food

Baby and adult snails alike
need calcium to ensure their
shells grow large and strong.

Several of the owners we spoke
to recommended putting

a cuttlebone ($3 at petsmart
.com) in the tank so the snail

can absorb its minerals.

And Some
Things You’ll
Need toCare

for Them
According to
snail owners.

Tank Accessories

ommends
er ($8 at
tom of the

tan orbs and breaks
do . “On top of the
su ut down some

sphagnum moss ($7 at amazon
.com)—they like to nibble on it.”

1946 According  
to an entry in the 

“Metropolitan Diary”
of the New York Times,

people in Bed-Stuy flock
to Putnam Avenue,

where word has gotten
around that you can buy
a pet snail for a penny.

 1957 Patricia Highsmith publishes 
Deep Water, a thriller about a villain who 
lavishes attention on his pet snails. (Turns
out Highsmith was absolutely obsessed
with snails and kept about 300 as pets.)

 1966

A boy smuggles
three giant African

land snails from
Hawaii to his home
in Miami to keep as

pets. His grandmother
releases the snails into
her garden, and they
spread, breeding over
18,000 descendants

and causing more
than $1 million

in removal costs.

Why 
Snails?  

Why Now?

 JUN 2015

Artist Aleia Murawski
posts a video on

Instagram of her
snail posed on a pair of
plaster lips. Over time,
her account becomes
largely snail-centric.

She accumulates
212,000 followers.

 MAY 2017 

 YouTuber Emzotic  
shares a video of her  

giant African land
snails. It receives over

5 million views.

 NOV 2017 Former
New York Magazine staff

photographer Bobby
Doherty shoots snails for a

piece on snail-slime facials.
Afterward, he decides to take

them home. Whenever
he posts pictures of his pets,
dozens of people DM him,
he says, asking about their
names and what they eat.

THE MARLOW & DAUGHTERS CREW

NOV 2019 Yoko Koide, a butcher at Marlow &
Daughters, finds snails in a case of arugula.

“We got super into them,” she says. “Eventually
they bred, and we gave the babies to our friends.”

FEB 2020 i-D magazine identifies cottagecore.
Later, Vox writes: “Here’s what cottagecore

looks like: It is doilies, snails, and DIY fairy spoons.”

FEB 2020 TikTok videos of
Tim Pearce, the mollusks curator

at the Carnegie Museum of
Natural History, go viral. In the

videos, he makes snail jokes.
The teens love it, and several of

the clips get 1 million views.

AUG 2020 Koide gives snails to her friends
Keren Lieu and engineer Tom Nguyen. “My
boyfriend is obsessed with them—he calls

them ‘my perfect boys,’ ” says Lieu.

 JUL 2020 The snail
craze arrives on the West

Coast, when Angelina
Rennell, the founder

of clothing shop Beklina,
finds a “bumper crop”
of snails in her garden

and decides to fill
up a bucket of them to

keep. Rennell has posted
her snails to Beklina’s
Instagram, which has
207,000 followers,
and received dozens

of messages from
interested snail owners.

JUL 2020 Writer Rebecca
Giggs receives snails that
were ordered as a prop

for her partner’s play
and keeps them. She writes

about them for The New
York Times Magazine:

“Watching them uncurl,
I have ceased to lament

thefuturethepandemic
upended and have begun

instead to find small
raptures here.”

 SEP 3, 2020 Artist
Chloe Wise posts a photo
of a tiny iridescent snail on
her fingertip to Instagram
with the caption “Friend.”

 SEP 26, 2020 Jewelry
designer Sophie Buhai
introduces her spring-

summer 2021 collection
on Instagram with a

photo of a snail crawling
across a bare back.

 2014 New York artist 
Anicka Yi injects snails  
with oxytocin for her 
exhibition “Divorce”  

at a Chinatown gallery.  
In a press release, she
writes, “Snails bring

a sense of time, slow
and unauditable in

swollen silence. Curiously
self-reliant, hermaphroditic,

self-reproducing, snails
are a techno-sensual
sparse law of one.”

 APR 2019 Instagram
account Snail Manor,
which posts pictures

of land snails slithering
around dollhouses, 

launches.

Who’s That onYour Arugula?

White-lipped Snail
cepaea

hortensis

The white-lipped
snail has a similar

shell pattern
to the grove snail

but is slightly
smaller.

Grove Snail
cepaea

nemoralis

Another
common East

Coast snail. These
tend to have

a yellow or pink
striped shell.

Garden Snail
cornu

aspersum

These prolific
snails, which have
brown shells and

bodies, can be
found in many

yards in New York.

 APR 2020 A 23-year-
old woman on TikTok,
whose account name is
Lazy__mermaid, posts

a video of her sister’s snail
taking a “shower” in their

sink to the song “Dissolve,”
by Absofacto. It gets

nearly 500,000 likes.

OCT 2020 Online
Ceramics adds a sterling-

silver snail necklace
and earrings to its

collection; they sell out
almost immediately.

Tanks

    wned 
    she 

    $13 
at   od  f 

thu     at  en 
sn    all    

one adult snail. Smaller species 
can get away with less.”

Additional reporting by Dominique Pariso.
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Photographs by Rochelle Brock

HILTON DRESDEN 

Writer, Greenpoint 

Did you buy anything? 
Sadly, I did not.  
I’m a writer, but I’m 
unemployed, so 
money has been a 
little tight. I saw some 
great leather pants, 
Helmut Lang, but 
then I realized I was 
already wearing 
leather pants.

Where are those from? 
Prada, from a thrift 
store. The fanny pack 
is from a thrift store  
in Houston. It was $5. 
The sweater is Isaac 
Mizrahi, from another 
thrift store. It came 
with a pair of 
matching leggings. 
The leather shirt is 
Banana Republic,  
from a thrift store in 
Bushwick, and the 
sunglasses are Gucci, 
new, a gift from my 
partne     
I sound   
saying all of that out 
loud. But these are 
literally all of the  
fancy things I own. 

the look book goes to 

A Bed-Stuy 
Stoop Sale
Organized by a fashion editor and  

a photographer, a sale where passersby 

picked up a snakeskin hat, white leather 

bell-bottoms, and a pink kimono.

interviews by jane starr 

drinkard and brock colyar

59
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STEFA MARIN ALARCÓN
Performance artist, Bedford-Stuyvesant

the look book: bed-stuy stoop shoppers

COURTNEY MORSTON 
Student, Bushwick

ANDY MADELEINE
Director and photographer, Bedford-Stuyvesant

JOURDAN ASH 
Storyteller, Harlem

CHRISTIAN CISNEROS 
Art director, Bedford-Stuyvesant

MI-ANNE CHAN 
Video director, Bedford-Stuyvesant

MICHAEL CUBY
Writer, Fort Greene

SARAH ISENBERG 
Art historian, Bedford-Stuyvesant

 I like the gingham. 
It’s one of my favorite 
things that I own.  
I used to wear it so 
rarely (it was my 
21st-birthday outfit), 
but now I feel like 
leaving the house is  
a great excuse to get 
as dressed up as 
possible. Every time 
I go for a walk, I try 
to dress up, even if 
the only person who 
sees me is the man  
at the bodega. 

LAUREN FERN 
Actress, Bedford-Stuyvesant

 What’s your 
quarantine 
style? I don’t 
even know. I’ve 
just been sitting 
in my house in 
a bikini. It’s like 
my uniform. 
Everything I do 
is in a bikini. 

www.urdukutabkhanapk.blogspot.com



o c t o b e r 1 2 – 2 5 , 2 0 2 0 | n e w y o r k    61

ZARA SARAON
Photographer, Chinatown

KIARA VENTURA 
Curator and art adviser, Bedford-Stuyvesant

IZZY LEUNG
Photographer, Bedford-Stuyvesant

MARTTA MÄKINEN
Actor, Crown Heights

MELINDA GRIFFITH 
Sterile technician, Bedford-Stuyvesant

PEYTON DIX 
Special-projects editor, Bedford-Stuyvesant

MARTELL RUFFIN
Choreographer and dancer, Ridgewood

OMOTAYO BALOGUN
Strategic planner, Harlem

 Find anything 
good? Yes! These 
amazing white 
leather bell-bottom 
pants, a snakeskin 
bucket hat, a cool 
denim romper, and, 
randomly, this 
amazing Yves Saint 
Laurent notebook. 
It’s a weird thing to 
have, I guess, but  
I do a lot of writing. 

GERALD ORTIZ
Writer, Bushwick

 What brought 
you here?  
My friend told 
me about it. 
There are a lot  
of cool people in 
New York, and 
it’s interesting to 
see what they’re 
getting rid of.  
I only stayed for 
about half an 
hour, to be 
honest. It’s sort  
of intimidating 
seeing all the cool 
people. It’s a little 
like, I don’t want 
to bother you.
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Issue 13 (Summer 2001) featured André Leon Talley, then Vogue’s editor-at-large, in his room in
Lenox Hill Hospital, which had been transformed by the decorator Mica Ertegun. That’s Fran Lebowitz

outside the window, smoking. On the right is that issue’s letter from the editor, Joseph Holtzman.



Issue 19 (Winter 2002/2003).

When  
NestWas 

What’s Next
Looking back at the fearlessly  

eccentric magazine that  
Condé Nast was too afraid to buy.

by wendy goodman 

design hunting
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Adam daytime and nighttime 
rooms, Issue 1 (1997).



Joseph Holtzman’s apartment,  
Issue 2 (Fall 1998).
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n the fall of 1997, the arrival of nest dropped 
a bomb in the middle of the shelter-magazine world. It 
cost $7.50, and its cover featured a room plastered floor 

to ceiling with Farrah Fawcett magazine covers. If you looked 
very closely, you’d see there was a discreet line running verti-
cally up the left side of the cover that read, “Raymond Dona-
hue’s bedroom.” Who was that? What was this?

Nest was a joyride into the unknown at a time when publish-
ing was big business and publishers played it safe. Condé Nast
and Hearst offered up a vision of good taste viewed through a
kind of posh Slim Aarons social lens few had access to. Those
corporations spent lots of money on focus groups to tell editors
what cover images would sell, which usually meant something
familiar and certainly never too risky, much less perverse. For
those of us producing stories, that usually meant a cover pho-
tograph of a well-polished wood table piled with tasteful arti-
facts and features about, by, and for affluent white people.

I was very much a part of that world, entering my career in
fashion in the mid-’80s and going on to cover design at House
& Garden (1997 cover price: $2.95). I had always been
attracted to outliers, wanting to tell the stories of people who
rattled the cages, forging new paths of beauty laced with
strangeness. Mostly, that was frowned upon; my editors
wanted nothing too weird, nothing that involved a reconsid-
eration of something old but interesting. That first issue of Nest
reinforced my inner voices. I had to meet Joseph Holtzman.
I wasn’t alone: The fashion designer Todd Oldham saw the
magazine and immediately figured out how to enter the Nest
universe. He became a confidant of Holtzman’s and a contrib-
uting photographer, with stories in almost every one of the 26
issues between 1997 and 2004. Toward the end of that run,
Condé Nast succumbed to Holtzman’s mad world of high and
low, sending out its then-all-powerful taste ambassador James
Truman to make a deal to buy Nest. But that was before they
saw the Spring 2004 issue featured an image of Jesus (“looking
like your kindly next-door Aryan,” by artist Warner E. Sall-
mann) with a cover line circling his head like a halo that read,
“Decorating for the Christian Home.” The issue included the
“Ten Commandments of Decorating.” All of which made them
nervous. Sixteen years later, Holtzman and Oldham are pub-
lishing a book, The Best of Nest (Phaidon Press Limited), about
the magazine, which today feels both like a time capsule and
entirely fresh. It took years for Oldham to persuade Holtzman
to do the book. “I was just trying to deliver on Nest,” Oldham
says. “The hardest thing to maintain was the happy whiplash.

ho e’s D ’s pa -
the ho in

I really wanted to protect. I do describe it as a Fellini film; there
might be a ten-foot-tall woman walking in the background
who you might never see again. That is kind of Nest.” I spoke
to Holtzman about the book and why he finally gave in to Todd.

design hunting

How did this come about? I should just tell you I very much see 
this as Todd’s book. And his take on this. Originally, I wasn’t 
going to be included and then Todd wanted to interview 
me—it was going to be writers from each issue—and then 
I panicked. I’m just not good in a Q&A. Todd wanted—
instead of having other writers, he wanted my voice. So that’s 
when I said, “Okay, Todd, I’ll do this.”

I love your text. Did you read that rambling thing? I think that’s 
important because my idea there is that I tried to answer all the 
questions that might be in an interview so I wouldn’t have to do 
an interview—but I’m happy to talk to you, hon. Still, you see, 
it’s Todd’s book. Todd is really my hero. And I met Todd after the 
first issue; he called me up. I was not involved in popular culture 
much. I didn’t even know who Todd was, but my assistant came 
in [and said], “Todd Oldham is on the phone,” so we met, and 

I
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after that, Todd was in essence my singular reader. I always
had an extra first hand-bound copy made, one to show to
the advertisers and one to send to Todd.

You were living in Baltimore in the years before Nest?? I’d
sort of made a tomb for myself in this very grand old Waspy
apartment. I was a neighbor of Mr. T. Rowe Price. I was
kind of floundering in Baltimore. Basically, I spent the aids
years just taking care of people. I didn’t have to work; I vol-
unteered. I was in the New York scene, and my boyfriend
became sick in Baltimore, and that’s when I moved back.
My father bought me this apartment, and I spent years
here sort of honing my craft.

And you got to the idea of making a magazine after working
on a book project? I started doing a book with Derry Moore
[Henry Dermot Ponsonby Moore, 12th earl of Drogheda, a Brit-

ish photographer], and this is really what
happened: I had his whole archive avail-
able, and we were putting together a really
beautiful book, and Carl [Skoggard,
Holtzman’s husband and Nest collabora-
tor] was writing it, and then I said, “Derry,
we’ve got to shoot something modern,”
and I found a friend of mine—his name is
Aiden Shaw; you might know the name
from Sex and the City, but he’s an iconic
gay porn star artist—and I shot his coun-
cil flat. Afterward, he said, “You know, it
sounds like you don’t do anything; you

just talk.” And then he said, “You know, you should start your
own magazine.” So he was listed on the masthead as the



Raymond Donahue’s bedroom—in the attic of his mother’s New Jersey home—was featured in the first issue of Nest in 1997. The walls and ceiling  
were covered in photocopies of actress Farrah Fawcett’s magazine covers. Donahue’s mother gave him the beanbag chair for Christmas in 1980.
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“KIC-IN-THE-ASS.” Basically, I always have to prove myself to 
somebody or something, you know?

How did you find stories? I was working in this aids organiza-
tio   I met th  on who   that   
he t  e about nd. He  y an     
dare to want to put his weirdo friend in the magazine, but it 
just piqued my interest, and everyone didn’t think it was good, 
and Jason [Schmidt] shot that, but I knew I wanted that to 
be on the cover, and I made him go back. I wanted the camera 

to be set this way and that way. And he went back, but that 
was the beginning of a really good relationship with Jason. 
I got all my contacts through my hairdresser, Jason Croy, you 
know. That’s how I got my first group together. 

But you’d moved to New York when it started. I rented an apart-
ment down the hall [from my place]. I went to Ikea and got 
tables that I am still using in my studio and then that was just it. 
I’d been working on the book with a graphic designer, a talented 
man in Baltimore named Alex Castro, and he had done some 

design hunting
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really high-end art books. He liked working with me, so we did 
the first magazine together. It was going to be pretty clean and 
white, and then Wallpaper came around, and I had to switch the 
aesthetic really quickly, and then I kind of took it the other way.

Did you ask anybody for advice on making a magazine? I did 
go to these men and ask them. I had a dummy magazine, and 
they told me everything I was doing was wrong; first of all, 
nobody wanted me to put the Farrah Fawcett thing on the 
cover. Then the magazine people told me that because it had 

other magazines (in the photograph), I would be sued … “You 
can’t do it! [You are] promoting other magazines!” I said, 
“Fuck ’em.” These men wanted $30,000 to redo my maga-
zine, and they had ties that you wouldn’t believe. Do you 
know what I mean? Terrible taste. So I took the same 
$30,000; I went to Italy and I printed it. And it sold out.

And we all loved it. And then you know at the other end of this 
thing, Condé Nast was interested in buying me. Did you know 
this? James Truman negotiated for months. I liked James—he 
was interesting, you know? This was a smart guy, and he was 
interesting. He took me to this cafeteria in the Condé Nast 
Building, and they were all there, and I was thinking to myself, 
’cause I thought magazines were coming to an end, that they are 
eating dinosaur salad or something. And it was kind of a done 
deal, and I remember going into the park and crying; one of my 
previous issues had said kill condé nast in code. But then 
when I put Jesus on the cover, and, ah, they said, “Never mind.” 

So, wait, that was that? They said Mr. Newhouse said, “This is 
not a decorating magazine.” And that was the end of the deal. 
I do wonder if I didn’t kind of do that to kind of knock me out 
of the box for Condé Nast? ’Cause I was soooo unsure; I’d still 
be working for them: a bitch with a limousine? Can you 
imagine? It’s really not who I am, know what I mean? But I 
always loved magazines, and it was a fantasy of mine to be an 
editor of a magazine. Most people told me I couldn’t do it. 
Well, for the first time in my life—well, I was on Prozac, hon, 
and that’s what changed me. That’s when I got out of bed for 
the first time. I was 39 years old. I was probably a pretty good 
designer and doing really interesting work; I did a Broadway 



Pianist Liberace’s Las Vegas 
living room was visited  
in Issue 10 (Fall 2000). 
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play that was never produced, sets for … but nothing ever 
happened for me; I couldn’t promote myself. I thought any 
ambition was bad, whatever it was … I couldn’t do it. And 
Prozac did it. I’m 39 turning 40, I went to Comme des Gar-
çons, got a wardrobe, and became an editor. 

Just like that? I don’t really know if that’s true [laughing], but 
it’s the way I’m thinking about it now. I was always shopping 
there anyway. She [Rei Kawakubo, designer for Comme des 
Garçons] was a hero of mine too, but no one can cut like 
Todd! That is a whole other story we have to get to. I was 
blown away when I saw his retrospective. 

And after the Condé deal fell apart … I guess I was relieved.
You shut it down soon thereafter. Was that in part a financial 

decision? Everyone thinks that’s why I did it. but I really did it 
because I felt I was going to get repetitive. I wanted to leave 
when it was good, and I even see my stories, I try to push my 
graphics all the time, and I think I was, and basically the sto-
ries were good, but I worried they were repeating the same 
genre, and I had to go past the limited palette.

So you knew the next issue was going to be your last? It was 
already in process. It was a Tuesday ’cause I was seeing my 
psychiatrist and I announced it then. It was from that day on, and 
just like I didn’t tell people when I started the magazine, I didn’t 

  when I  g it. And I did  t to   
  as wor    had conversa  ith  f 

them, but I knew   o d   d I didn’t know where I was 
going to go to next    ha    t, you know? 

And then you became a painter. Well, that is when I started again. 
I was painting when I was 20 and kind of a nutcase, and I have 

somereallygoodpaintingsfromthatperiod,butthenIjustdidn’t
think I was good enough. I switched over to decorative arts and
became obsessed with English furniture, and I really thought I
didn’t understand painting and became interested in frames …
and then, so, it was kind of a scary leap for me to start over again
after the magazine. And it was hard; it’s been hard.

 Okay, so Todd is the one we have to thank for this book. It’s not
my book. I’m not promoting the book. I am not that interested
in publicity and that sort of thing, but when Todd wanted to



Issue 20 (Spring 2003) featured  
a suburban ranch house complete  

with flagstone path, lawn, painted vistas  
of wilderness views, a barbecue within  

a Flintstones–looking rock, and, oh,  
a swimming pool, too, all underground.

design hunting
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do this book, I’d never say no to Todd. I said, “Yes, yes, if you
want to.” I didn’t really think that there was going to be, that
it would happen, you know?

What do you think of it? It’s cinematic. I called it a flip-book
because Todd is very cinematic. So what interested me seeing
what Todd put together was, as a graphic designer, that’s
what Todd was, a hero for me. And he told me, too, exactly
when I hit my stride—and all of a sudden, looking at his book,
I became proud of myself as a graphic designer—but I didn’t

hit it until, you know, midway through. I read Todd’s very
sweet introduction; he mentions that it seemed to be a maga-
zine put together by someone who has never seen a magazine
before. I rather liked that.

What is next for Nest? My fantasy is I want to put Nest online
for free, and this was kind of the deal I made with Todd. In
my letter to my readers at the end, I said I promise I want
this to be fully online and catalogued for free. That is what I
feel good about. S
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W
hen he’s feeling low about
his little corner of that restaurant
ecosystem called midtown, Paul
Denamiel does what many of us
are prone to do during these

sideways times: He thinks about the good
old days. His family enterprise, Le Rivage,
which opened in the ’50s among the gin
joints and dive bars clustered west of the
Theater District, on the stretch of 46th
Street now known as Restaurant Row, 
hasn’t been reviewed for a while, or breath-
lessly blogged about, or patronized by 
members of the haute Broadway celebrity 
set. But over the years, Bruce Spring steen 
has been in for a taste of the sturdy French 
cooking, and Madonna has too. On good 
days, which were most days, you could set 
your watch by the different crowds—the 
matinee crowd, the pre theater dinner 
crowd, the post-theater regulars—who 
would keep the snug townhouse dining 
room busy until after midnight.

“We were full most evenings, and on the 
big nights we pushed capacity so we could 
do maybe 300 covers,” Denamiel says with 
a sigh. Since reopening outdoors in June, 
Le Rivage rarely does 300 covers in a week 
or two, let alone in a single evening, and 
even with the latest vaguely upbeat devel-
opments (the beginning of limited indoor 
dining, the push for year-round outdoor 
tables), he doesn’t see that changing in the 
near future. These days, his longtime man-
ager, Gigi, stands out on the curb dressed 
in her mask and latex gloves, trying to lure 
stray customers off the sidewalk like at a 
tourist-trap restaurant in Marseille or Mo-
rocco. Denamiel ticks off the names of all 
the places on the block that have closed and 
of other venerable establishments, like 
Orso and Joe Allen, that haven’t reopened 
yet. “This part of town is all about the buzz 
and the crowds,” he says. “Until they come 
back, it’s basically a disaster.”

Walk the sparsely populated dining re-
gions of midtown and you’ll find hundreds 
of operations like Le Rivage: prosperous, 
relatively anonymous establishments that 
have flourished over the decades on that 
same delicate alchemy of density, money, 
and confidence that makes the city itself 
go around and around. Danny Meyer, who 
in March laid off 250 people at his 
MoMA-based destination, the Modern, 
compares midtown to a great forest that 
nobody talks about very much yet that af-
fects the climate of dining all over town. 
The residential neighborhoods are already 
bouncing back, he says, but with its reli-
ance on tourism, public transportation, 
and business entertainment, midtown 
will likely take much longer to return. “It’s 
going to be a long winter,” he says, with an 
un–Danny Meyer–like hint of weariness 
creeping into his voice. But when mid-
town does finally come back, he says, New 
York City will be back too.

“We’re in a big war, Mr. Platt. It’s going 
to be a fight to get back to the old days,” 
says Benjamin Prelvukaj, who opened  
his eponymous Benjamin Steakhouse 14 
years ago on East 41st Street after working 
as a waiter at Peter Luger. Prelvukaj grew 
up in Montenegro and went to high school 
in the Bronx, and he describes himself as 
one of those traditional 20th-century New 
Yorkers who still view Manhattan in gen-
eral and midtown in particular as the 
global epicenter of a certain kind of glam-
orous big-city sophistication and style. 
When I dropped in on the first afternoon 
of indoor dining, Prelvukaj was dressed to 
greet his customers in a freshly pressed 
aqua-blue suit. A few people were gamely 
enjoying their steak lunch at a single lone-
ly table out on the sidewalk, and inside,  
his staff drifted to and fro in the vaulted, 
mostly empty dining room, wearing waist 
aprons and black bow ties.

“It’s going to be a strange Christmas.
Hopefully, Santa Claus will appear and
make us all smile a bit,” Prelvukaj says, try-
ing to muster a bit of a smile himself behind
his blue paper mask. The holidays are the
traditional moneymaking season for most
restaurants in the city, of course, but no-
where more than in this region of the East
40s, which used to fill up like a kind of capi-
talist Disneyland with tourist dollars, bonus 
money, and big spenders from around the 
globe. Prelvukaj hasn’t trimmed his menu 
here or at his other steak joint, Benjamin 
Prime on 40th Street, but he realizes that 
customers probably won’t be clamoring for 
the $110 “prestige” caviar service anytime 
soon. “We had 50 tables in the dining room 

reopenings

Midtown As Microcosm
When it’s back, the city will be too.

by adam platt
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last year,” he says. “Now we have 15, but only 
five can be occupied. We’re optimists in the 
restaurant business, and you have to start 
somewhere, but if we don’t get more indoor 
capacity soon, it will be difficult to survive.”

Up on the sun-splashed corner of 44th 
Street and Sixth Avenue, serving his Vendy-
winning $7 piles of tender, spicy chicken 
tikka over mounds of rice, MD Alam is 
 doing his best to suppress similar dark 
thoughts. “We need 200 customers per day 
to survive. Now we’re only getting 50 or 60,” 
says Alam, who arrived in the city from 
Bangladesh 22 years ago and has been do-
ing a brisk business on this corner since 
2005. He remembers the big crash of ’08, 
he says, but the streets weren’t empty back 

then, as they are now, although he has no-
ticed that in the past few weeks, the city has 
been slowly filling up. Most of his customers 
these days are essential workers—parking 
guys, cops, and construction workers—but 
he’s hopeful for the return of the corporate 
armies: the office assistants and the execu-
tives with their impressive gold wristwatch-
es who used to wait patiently in lines 
stretching around the block for this classic 
brand of street-cart cooking.

Back at Le Rivage, Chef Denamiel is wait-
ing too. He heard rumors that Broadway 
will be opening up in January, but he doesn’t 
believe them. On this formerly packed 
 matinee-Wednesday afternoon, the tables 
are mostly empty indoors and outside, and 

as I enjoy a crock of steamy, unexpectedly 
delicious onion soup, he greets characters 
from the neighborhood as they pass by. 
There’s the UPS guy, and the dim sum chef 
from next door, and presently someone 
from the Hourglass Tavern down the street, 
who comes by with the grim news that, after 
30 years, the owners are closing down and 
everything inside is for sale. The dim sum 
chef wanders off to have a look, but Chef 
Denamiel turns his head away and waves his 
hands in the air like he’s warding off an ap-
parition. In France, it’s “bad juju” to take 
anything from a closing restaurant, he says, 
and the last thing they need on this little 
stretch of 46th Street in this cursed year of 
2020 is more bad luck. ■

Preparing for the dinner rush at Benjamin Steakhouse on the first day of indoor dining since the pandemic began.
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L
ee hanson and riad nasr met as young cooks at Daniel in the early 
1990s and spent 16 years expanding Keith McNally’s New York empire 
before leaving the fold to open their own restaurant, Frenchette, in 2018. 
Besides kitchen duties, they share preservationist tendencies, both for 

classic cooking and classic New York spaces. Last year, they took over Le Veau 
d’Or, the octogenarian Upper East Side bistro, promising to keep the name 
as well as the tripe stew. Not long after, across town and culinary spectrums, 
Nasr launched an (ultimately futile) Instagram campaign to save Gem Spa,
the landmark East Village newsstand and egg-cream mecca.

And now, when so many New York institutions are in danger of disap-
pearing, the partners have managed to revive one: This month, they unveil
Frenchette Bakery in the same unlikely Tribeca office-building hallway
where Roger Gural ran his semi-secret Arcade Bakery for five years before
closing it last summer. Over its short life, Arcade became a destination for
its distinctive baked goods (laminated baguettes, whiskey-pecan babkas)
and ingenious design, which unobtrusively incorporated mahogany
recessed seating and drop-down tables into the sloping corridor’s long walls.

With the exception of a new espresso machine and display case (plus a
retooled oven), Nasr and Hanson have left the place intact, aiming to honor
Gural’s vision of a neighborhood bakery and community hub. They had
sourced their bread from Gural when Frenchette opened. “Roger was timing
the bakes so bread was delivered at 4:30 right out of the oven,” says Nasr.
When Gural curtailed his wholesale accounts, Frenchette pastry chef Michelle
Palazzo began baking house loaves in 40 individual Le Creuset dishes. “That
gave us the confidence to take on the bakery,” says Hanson.

Joining Palazzo is head baker Peter Edris, an Aureole and Bourke Street
Bakery veteran who uses terms like small plot and single origin to describe the
regional grains he buys from a New Jersey cooperative and mills fresh daily.
There’scrackedrye and dark-maltedspelt inhiscity loafanddark-malted corn
in his baguette; both have been available to outdoor diners at Frenchette and
at the restaurant’s Rockefeller Center pop-up. But you’ll have to visit the new
bakery for the other loaves and for viennoiserie like croissants both savory and
sweet(theformerfilledwithkimcheeorgreensandasoftegg; the latter includ-
ing a “twice-baked pistachio,” which is soaked in rum syrup and stuffed with
Sicilian-pistachio frangipane). Although the team is toying with a “Frenchette
breadpizza”as a nodtoGural’s roundpiesmadewithbaguettedough,French-
ette Bakery won’t imitate its predecessor. “The spirit is there,” says Nasr.
“There’s a standard and a template we hope to live up to.” r.r. & r.p.

the irony of two cooks who met while 
working at the unabashedly carnivorous Can-
nibal going on to open a vegan Chinese res-

taurant isn’t lost on Justin Lee. Late last month, he 
and Jared Moeller launched Fat Choy on the Lower 
East Side with nary an animal product on the eight-
item, $10-and-under menu. Neither is vegan, and 
they consider their meatlessness more of an environ-
mental and economical statement than a dietary one. 
“For us, this restaurant is about a future for everyone,” 
says Lee. “We see way too much factory farming of 
animals.” Rather than compromise with commodity 
meat, Lee keeps prices low with a plant-based menu. 
But Fat Choy stands out from the traditional vegan-
Chinese pack by focusing not on wheat-gluten mock 
meats but on seasonal vegetables, most sourced from 
small Chinatown purveyors. Lee’s cooking style is 
witty and ecumenical, and, according to the brand’s 
tagline, “kind of Chinese.” He sluices smashed cucum-
bers in a  broken- vinaigrette “leopard” sauce and 
tosses crunchy romaine and “Asian fines herbes” in 
“Chinese ranch” dressing. He mingles jasmine rice, 
beans, and greens with vibrant cilantro and ginger. 
And for his Mushroom Sloppy sandwich, he simmers 
flower shiitakes with smoked tofu, then tucks the mix-
ture into a house-baked sesame roll. The result is 
impressive, and it passed what might have been the 
ultimate Underground Gourmet vegan-food litmus 
test: On the way home from the restaurant the other 
day, we walked by Katz’s, peered wistfully at the old 
hot-dog griddle through the window, and for a 
moment considered, then rejected, the idea of pop-
ping in for a postprandial pastrami on rye. In other 
words, we didn’t miss the meat. r.r. & r.p.

➽ eight months ago, Pablo
Rojas was roasting luxury chickens
at the NoMad, and Roxanna Mejia
was baking extravagant bread at
Thomas Keller’s Per Se. The couple
had moved to New York from
Brownsville, Texas, to work
in the city’s fine-dining kitchens,
but when the pandemic hit, both
were furloughed indefinitely.
To support themselves and their
young son, they decided to launch
Gastronomy Underground (the
motto: “Modern spirit, ancestral
roots”) with the goal of exploring
Mexico’s deeper culinary identity.

Originally, Rojas and Mejia
imagined hosting small pop-up
dinners, but they tweaked that
vision into a service that delivers
meals across south and central
Brooklyn three days a week. On
Tuesdays, for example, they offer a
$45 Taco Feast for two, which
includes homemade corn tortillas,
either carnitas or a “black mole of
brassicas,” 12 different toppings,
and two sides. “We knew we
weren’t just gonna do mindless
takeout,” says Rojas. “Creativity has
to go hand in hand with history.”
Consider chiles en nogada—stuffed

poblano chiles in a white walnut
sauce. It is, says Rojas, a testament
to the global complexity of the
cuisine: Poblanos are “a Mexican
chile that traveled to Morocco and
got blended with bell peppers and
then came back as a completely
new pepper that Mexicans adopted
as their own.” If Rojas and Mejia
are clear about their mission,
they’re also clear about what they’re
not doing—“elevating” anything.
“I don’t think Mexican food needs
elevation at all,” says Rojas.
“It just needs understanding.”

rachel sugar

the underground  
gourmet quick bite

Fat Choy
250 Broome St., nr. Ludlow St.;  

347-778-5889

delivery

Mole With  

a Mission
Gastronomy Underground cooks  

up Mexican food for thought.

opening

Frenchette Bakery
220 Church St., at Worth St.; 212-227-1787

Photograph by Joe Lingeman
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Frenchette Bakery’s  
loaves are made  
from house-milled  
regional grains.
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Sohla El-Waylly,  
Food Wizard

After leaving Bon Appétit’s 
Test Kitchen, the chef now has her  

own show—where she’s paid  
fairly for her fantastic creations.  

By E. Alex Jung
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T h e C U L T U R E P A G E S

Andrew Rea’s five-story Brooklyn town-
house, where he is expanding his YouTube
channel, Binging with Babish. The concept
is simple. Give her something to cook, with
an obstacle—for example, 18th-century
macaroni and cheese or a seven-course tast-
ing menu made from ingredients sourced at
a bodega. Today, the theme is “scary candy,”
which means she will try to tuck surprises
intochocolate. (Norazorblades,sheswears.)
“She is unflappable,” says Rea.

“I like challenges. It doesn’t put me in a
head-spin or anything,” El-Waylly says.
“I like it when all of a sudden you walk in a
restaurant and all the walk-ins are down
and everything is rotten. That gives me jolts
of excitement.” There is an acute pleasure to
seeing El-Waylly solve harebrained gastro-
nomic puzzles, like that of watching an
Olympic pole vaulter clear the bar in slow
motion. In a way, this is how she has cooked
for much of her career in haute cuisine
kitchens, including at Atera, the severe,
hyperconceptual Tribeca restaurant where
food often looked like objects. The chef
would want a Japanese-style cheesecake
made from Harbison cheese on the menu,
and she would make it. (It’s harder than it
sounds.) “The time I learned the most in
restaurants was when I was alone in a
basement,” she says. “I didn’t have anyone
teach me in the professional settings. My
mom really taught me everything.”

From an early age, El-Waylly was in the
kitchen alongside her mother, Salma Banu.
She grew up in the San Fernando Valley in
Los Angeles, where her parents owned and
operated Baskin-Robbins ice-cream stores.

Sohla?” the video begins. “Do you have a minute?” 
The stars of Bon Appétit’s Test Kitchen have so many questions, and 
Sohla El-Waylly is like their own human Alexa: Sohla, how do you 
temper chocolate? Sohla, how do you pronounce turmeric? Sohla, 
what’s a dosa? El-Waylly appears on command—busy, patient, with 
a neatly cut bob—to answer. The fan-made Sohla supercuts (there are 
many) did what Bon Appétit failed to do: reframe the narrative so that 
the background actor might actually be the star. “The Test Kitchen is 
really fun as long as you play your role, and I didn’t like the role I was 
put in,” El-Waylly says. “It became increasingly frustrating to become 
a sidekick to people with significantly less experience than me.” 

She gets her sense of adventure from Banu, 
who liked to go to a specialty market, pick 
an unfamiliar ingredient, and figure out 
how to cook with it. She ate with the multi-
cultural sensibility of the city: Fish balls 
went into a Bangladeshi-style korma; raita 
topped a za’atar-spackled manakish. Her 
mother hosted elaborate multicourse feasts 
on the weekend. “My mom’s like a chef,” she 
says. “She is. She didn’t know the names of 
knife cuts, but I remember having an in-
depth conversation about how you cut 
potatoes for different stews so the potato 
cooks at the same time as the protein. That’s 
a complex thought that, once you under-
stand, you can translate to any dish.” 

Still, her becoming a chef was not the 
immigrant parent’s dream. El-Waylly went 
to UC Irvine, where she studied economics, 
and worked at Cheesecake Factory on the 
side. After graduation, she backpacked 
around Europe. She had a lot of social 
anxiety, but food was the way she connected 
with people. “I’d do a big English breakfast 
for everyone at the hostel, and then they 
would be my friend and be like, ‘Come sleep 
over at my apartment,’ ” she says. 

When she got back to L.A., she knew she 
wanted to be a chef, but she didn’t know 
how to start. So she did the thing they say to 
do, which is go door-knocking. She went to 
all the white-tablecloth restaurants at the 
time—Providence, Mélisse, Hatfield’s. She 
would wash dishes, she told them. For free! 
“It was straight-up ‘no,’ she says. “One chef 
even said, ‘Why don’t you just get married? 
You shouldn’t be here.’ ”

Casual chauvinism was the rule of kitch-
ens everywhere. In 2008, she began a pro-
gram at the Culinary Institute of America—
something she doesn’t recommend. She says 
that when she was at CIA, a dean sexually 
harassed her, and when she spoke up, a 
female dean told her, “That’s what happens 
in the real world. You better get used to it.” 
After graduation, her classmate and now-
husband Ham El-Waylly continued to work 
as a line cook, but she was pushed toward 
the front of house and, eventually, pastry, 
where many talented female cooks end up. 
“It’s lonely when you’re the only woman in 
the kitchen, and you don’t act the way they 
want you to act,” she says. “I’m not going to 
sit by and watch you kick someone down the 
stairs. It makes you very unpopular.”

In 2016, Sohla and Ham decided to open 
their own restaurant. They met with inves-
tors who wanted them to make “brown food,” 
like chai-and-chaat or shawarma. The idea 
made them queasy, so they decided to take a 
chance on themselves and open a neo-diner 
in Greenpoint. They called it Hail Mary. 
They’d make the food they wanted to eat—
fried chicken, koshari, burgers—the way they 

The meteoric popularity of the embattled
Test Kitchen was built in part on the vision
that it was like The Office—but tastier.
Unlike much of the show’s talent, El-Waylly
came in with a wealth of professional
experience, including two years of culinary
school, and gigs at fine-dining establish-
ments in New York, and a stint running her
own restaurant. She joined Bon Appétit in
the summer of 2019 as an assistant culinary
editor, a junior position that meant she was
supposedtocross-testotherpeople’s recipes.
Quickly, though, she began developing her
own and, as the Test Kitchen universe
expanded, appearing in videos. On-camera,
El-Waylly was nerdy but kind of punk, with
a bone-dry wit. To viewers, she looked like
an integral part of the ensemble—at least
until earlier this summer, when, amid
allegations of racism and unequal pay at
Bon Appétit, shepostedonsocialmediathat
she hadn’t been paid at all for her video
appearances. “Working in a place like that,
you can’t say ‘no,’ ” she says. “You never
know if another opportunity will come
your way.” (A representative for Condé Nast
stated that all employees who appeared in
videos were paid but didn’t provide details
on how El-Waylly was compensated.)

After leaving the Test Kitchen along with
many of her co-workers, she has been say-
ing “yes” to everything. She’s writing a cook-
book, guest-judging on cooking shows,
and, on this October morning, filming an
episode of the web series she now stars in,
Stump Sohla. “Thisshowis justdoingthings
that entertain me,” she says, as she dips
M&M’s into royal icing in the basement of

“
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wanted to make it, with care. They offered 
triple-fried potatoes that took a full-time 
worker an entire 12-hour shift to prepare. 
They paid the dishwasher a living wage. It 
was wild and utterly impractical. 

The restaurant lasted about a year, which 
was pretty good considering they started off 
with enough money to keep them afloat for 
two months. “A lot of people complained, 
“Why is this burger $15?” she remembers. 
“But it’s grass-fed meat that’s ground every 
single day with homemade American cheese, 
homemade bread, homemade pickles. And 
that is really stupid, because no one can tell 
those things. We didn’t put it on the menu 
because we were like, ‘The food is going to 
speak for itself.’ And it really, really doesn’t.” 

When Hail Mary folded, El-Waylly made 
her way into food media—first at Serious 
Eats and then Bon Appétit. The eventual Test 
Kitchen blowup was unavoidable. “Sohla’s 
never changed,” says Ham. “She’s not one to 
eat her words if she sees something wrong.” 
After a photo of the  former editor-in-chief 
Adam Rapoport minstreling as a Puerto 
Rican surfaced, there was never a question 
that she would speak up about the culture of 
racism at Bon Appétit. During an all-staff 
Zoom meeting, she asked him point-blank if 
he was going to resign. “He was like, ‘Maybe. 
Maybe I should help fix this and then go.’ 
And I’m like, ‘No, man. You got to go.’ ”

She and Ham planned for worst-case sce-
narios: Sohla would get fired; they would 
have to move in with his father in New 
Jersey; they’d experience total social 
opprobrium from the food world. “She had 
been silenced and ignored so many times we 
really didn’t think this time would be any 
different,” he says. But during the summer, 
Rapoport stepped down. El-Waylly was 
offered a fair contract for video work, with 
back pay. But the entire experience, includ-
ing learning that others weren’t getting fair 
contracts, ultimately led to her decision to 
walk away from Test Kitchen. (She stayed on 
as a freelance contributing editor.) “We 
should all be getting paid fairly,” she says.

On Stump Sohla, they’re still figuring out 
what works, but there’s an audience—the 
pilot has more than 2 million views. (Under 
the YouTube model, she gets a direct cut of 
the profits.) The bodega episode began to 
hit on something because it allowed her 
imagination to roam. At their best, her con-
coctions are joyful and strangely familiar: a 
vegetable “Fun Dip” from powdered spices, 
spaghetti carbonara reimagined as a dessert. 
Toni Morrison once famously said, “The 
very serious function of racism is distraction. 
It keeps you from doing your work.” When 
El-Waylly is alone in the kitchen, those dis-
tractions slip away. It’s just her and a liquid 
sablé made of dehydrated Twinkies.  ■

TRIBUTES

miley cyrus has long recognized the power of a 
good cover and has the voice to back it up, bending 
songs to her will for the better part of a decade. With 

her new cover of Blondie’s “Heart of Glass” now streaming and 
a “Backyard Sessions” special on MTV Unplugged premiering 
October 16, here are Cyrus’s top five. justin curto

Miley Cyrus’s Best 
Covers, Ranked 

5. “Don’t Dream It’s Over” 
2015 (Crowded House) with Ariana Grande
The “Backyard Sessions” take of this cover is the definition of 
casual, with Cyrus and Ariana Grande wearing onesies and 
hanging out like longtime friends, talking during the 
instrumental break and messing up their lines. They’re a good 
match musically, too: Grande’s silky vocals balance Cyrus’s 

smokier tone. When they revived the cover at Grande’s “One Love Manchester” 
concert, it took on new meaning as a song of resilience, even as it provided a much-
needed moment of levity.

4. “Androgynous” 
2015 (the Replacements) with Laura Jane Grace and Joan Jett
She doesn’t take a verse or chorus for herself, but Cyrus is the 
glue that holds together this cover of one of the better songs 
ever written. Her joy is infectious as she harmonizes with her 
hero Joan Jett and rock trailblazer Laura Jane Grace. 
Eventually, Cyrus turns to passionate shouting that should 

make Paul Westerberg proud; a month later, when she came out as gender-fluid, 
fans would learn what the words truly meant to her.

3. “Lilac Wine” 
2012 (standard, written by James Shelton)
Cyrus wasn’t even old enough to drink when she delivered 
what may well be the definitive take of this then-62-year-old 
standard—outdoing Eartha Kitt and Nina Simone. Her voice 
is as entrancing as the elixir she’s singing about, but she 
performs with unmatched control, pushing and pulling the 

notes toward a huge, stunning finale.

2. “my future”
 2020 (Billie Eilish)
Condolences to Billie Eilish, because Cyrus sang this song as 
if she herself had written it, and she turned it into a master 
class in restraint. Her raspy belt makes the it sound bigger 
than you ever thought it could, before she reins her voice back 
in for smooth runs that string you along. The conviction she 

brings to each line allows Cyrus to make Eilish’s anthem for a generation at a 
crossroads into her own, turning it into a statement from an oft-misunderstood 
artist entering the next stage of her career.

1. “Peace Will Come (According to Plan)” 
2015 (Melanie) with Melanie Safka
You can see in Cyrus’s face just how excited she is to be singing 
with Melanie Safka, a ’60s folk icon she first covered back in 
2012. Or you can hear it after the second chorus, when Cyrus 
emotes with a religious fervor she has never quite matched. 
That’s the standout moment of this performance, but hearing 

Cyrus and Safka gently land their duet is impressive in its own right, as their voices 
meld and make them sound like the intergenerational soul sisters they are. To listen 
to it is to experience a perfect minute of the peace they’re singing about.
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A
Abstract Expressionism 
Acrylic Paint 
ACT UP ▼

By 1987, the AIDS 
epidemic had claimed 
almost half a million 
lives worldwide and 
over 6,500 in New York 
City. Early that year, the 
playwright Larry Kramer 
spoke at the LGBTQ 
Community Center on 
West 13th Street and told 
a roomful of primarily 
gay men that two-thirds 
of them would be dead 
in a few years if they did 
not take radical steps. 
Two nights later, about 
two dozen people met 
at Kramer’s Greenwich 
Village apartment and 
launched the activist 
collective ACT UP 
(for AIDS Coalition to 
Unleash Power), which 
went on to score some of 
the biggest gains against 
the epidemic before 
an effective treatment 
emerged in 1996. With 
its unapologetically queer 
rhetoric and aesthetic—
the signature chant was
“We’re here! We’re queer!
Get used to it!”—ACT UP
effectively defined what
it meant to be LGBTQ
and political in the U.S.

Air Conditioning 
Algonquin Round Table
Alt-Weekly
Amazon.com
Anchorman
Anthora Cup
Atomic Bomb
Auteur Theory
Automat
Automated Teller

Machine

B
Bagel
Barbicide▼

As a teenager, Maurice
King was disgusted that
barbers simply used
water to clean their
combs. In 1947, after
earning a degree in
chemical engineering, he
started mixing batches
of chemical disinfectant
in the bathroom of his
Brooklyn apartment.
He dyed it electric blue

to signal purity, leaving 
a permanent stain on 
his bathtub. He then 
began lobbying for a 
law requiring the use 
of disinfectants in 
barbershops. The states 
bit, and many wrote 
legislation requiring the 
product by its name, 
Barbicide—which, 
King joked, means “Kill 
the barber,” a nod to 
his teenage distaste.

Baseball 
The Beats
Bebop
Bike Lane 
Birth-Control Clinic
Bloomberg Terminal ▼ 

Bodega
Brassiere ▼

In 1913, Mary Phelps 
Jacob, a 21-year-old 
New York debutante, 
was dressing for a dance. 
Repeatedly frustrated 
with the corset that 
was, at the time, the 
literal foundation of a 
well-dressed woman’s 
attire, Jacob asked her 
maid to bring her two 
silk handkerchiefs, a 
ribbon, and a needle and 
thread. The garment 
she assembled, she later 
said, “was delicious. I 
could move more freely, a 
nearly naked feeling, and
in the glass I saw that
I was flat and proper.”
Although a variety
of similar garments
predate her patent, she
is generally credited with
the invention of the bra.
After her underwear
breakthrough, she moved
to Paris for a while; co-
founded the Black Sun
Press, publishing Ernest
Hemingway; married
three times; changed her
name to Caresse Crosby;
worked as an antiwar
activist; dabbled with
opium-smoking in North
Africa; owned a dog
named Clytoris; and died
in 1970 at the age of 78,
not far from the castle
she owned in Rome.

Break-dancing
Brill Building

It Came From
New York

Disco. The freak show. Neoconservatism.
Q-tips. They all started in the world’s most creative,

inventive city.

even if an idea does not strictly start here,
New York is, disproportionately often, the
place where it is dropped off, trimmed to size,
matted and framed, and displayed to everyone
with an explanatory wall text.

Certain types of people are drawn to a place like
this. They tend to be young, smart, and ambitious. Definition-
ally, they are dissatisfied with their hometowns. (Otherwise,
why leave?) Home to authors and academics and musicians,
art galleries and fashion houses—how exactly did this majes-
tic confluence of creativity appear here? One explanation is
New York’s sheer size: Big ideas are magnetic, and in a big
town rather than a small one, you can gather enough Trotsky-
ites or avant-garde poets at an event to make waves. There’s
a self-fulfillingness to these things too: Self-confidence
begets self-confidence, and centrality draws people who
want to be at the center, which makes the center bigger. Not
to mention the fierce competition.

It is, of course, not a place for everyone. People come here to
try to shoot the moon. If it doesn’t work out, a lot of them go
back to where they came from, or sometimes to New Jersey.
Thosewhohangonareaself-selectedsubset, intentonmaking
something never before seen. You can hardly go a day without
encountering something that started here. The list is, you
might say, encyclopedic. And, in fact, the entries that follow
have been adapted from the forthcoming Encyclopedia of
New York, a book compiled by the editors of this very maga-
zine. It’s a history of New York’s core power—innovation—and
of the ways in which one city exports the intentions, whether
corporeal or intangible, that have shaped our everyday
existence for hundreds of years. It was always a terrible, great
idea to move here and shoot your shot, and it still is. The
apartment nextdoortoyoumaybecramped,buttheideasthat
will define everyone’s life a few years hence may lie within.
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From The Encyclopedia of New York, by the Editors of New York
Magazine. Copyright © 2020 by Vox Media, LLC. Reprinted by permission
of Avid Reader Press, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

the encyclopedia of new york is on sale October 20.
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graffiti as art: A subway car graffitied by NOC 167 reaches 96th Street, 1981.

Broadway
Brownstone Rowhouse

C
Café Society 
Cel-Ray Soda 
Chabad Judaism 
Chemex Coffeepot 
Christian Realism
Christmas Lights
Club Kids
Club Sandwich 
College Entrance Exam
Cooperative Apartment
    Building 
Crayon
Credit Reporting   
    Agency
Cronut ▼

The Cronut, a cross 
between a filled 
doughnut and a 
croissant, invented by 
French-born pastry 
chef Dominique Ansel, 
made its debut at his 
Soho bakery on May
10, 2013, heralded by
Hugh Merwin on New
York’s Grub Street blog
as a “Hybrid That May
Very Well Change Your
Life.” The tourists are
still lining up for it.

Crossword 

D
Department-Store
    Holiday Window
    Display
Deuterium
Digital Ad Exchange
Disco ▼

Discount Store
Dollar Slice
Double Dutch
Dow Jones Industrial

Average
Downtown
Dry Cleaning ▼

“Letters patent being
granted under the Great
Seal of the United States
of America unto Thomas
L. Jennings, Tailor, 64

Nassau Street, New
York”—thus ran a line
in the New York Post on
March 27, 1821, marking
the first U.S. patent
issued to an African
American for Jennings’s
system of “Dry Scouring
Clothes, and Woollen
Fabrics in general, so
that they keep their
original shape.” We’d call
it “dry cleaning” today,
and the advertisement
says the technique “also
removes stains from
cloth.” Jennings was a
free man, but his wife,
born in slavery, was an
indentured servant; he
made enough money
off his invention to
buy her freedom.

E
Easter Parade
Egg Cream 
Eggs Benedict
Electrical Grid
Elevator/Escalator
Ex-Lax ▼

A year or so after
he graduated from
Columbia University’s
pharmacy program in
1904, Max Kiss fell into
a conversation with a
doctor who mentioned
Bayer’s new drug

phenolphthalein, which
relieved constipation.
Mindful of children who
resisted swallowing their
repulsive spoonfuls of
castor oil, he embedded
the phenolphthalein in
chocolate and introduced
his product in 1906.
He named his product
Ex-Lax for a Latinate
phrase he’d picked up in
Hungary that describes
political deadlock: Ex-
lex is a condition under
which the Constitution is
temporarily suspended
and Parliament is
dissolved, during
which no legislation
can, uh, move.

F
Façade Law 
Federalism 
Federal Reserve System
Flashmob 
FM 
Freak Show 
Free Verse

G
Game Show 
Gay-Rights Movement
General Tso’s Chicken

Gentrification
Gin Rummy
Gossip Column
Graffiti As Art
Gum

H
Halal Cart
Hare Krishna
Halligan Bar▼

Virtually every fire 
department in the U.S. 
buys its men and women 
the same tool: a steel bar 
a couple of feet long with 
a forked chisel at one 
end and an adz and spike 
at the other. It’s called a 
Halligan bar, and it can 
pop open a door, break 
a window and clear the 
frame of glass shards, 
bash through a Sheetrock 
wall, and provide the 
leverage to open a stiff 
water valve. The FDNY 
chief Hugh Halligan 
designed and patented 
it in 1948, improving 
on a cruder predecessor 
known as a Kelly tool 
(invented a generation 
earlier by another New 
York fire captain, in fact). 

Hall of Fame
Harlem Shake 
Hedge Fund 
Highway, Elevated  

Hip-Hop▼ 
Cities are a lot like 
bodies. Proper circulation 
keeps cities alive; cut 
off access, and rot sets 
in. Robert Moses—the 
famed “master builder” 
of New York City and, 
by extension, the whole 
urban United States—
frequently decimated 
neighborhoods and 
shoveled families into 
public housing that 
displaced Latino and 
African American 
residents with surgical 
precision. And hip-hop is 
the child of the disorder 
that Moses visited on 
communities of color. 
In those decaying 
neighborhoods, Bronx 
youths created their 
own infrastructure and 
then their own culture.
In the summer of 
1973, the Jamaican-
born Bronx kid Clive 
Campbell, a.k.a. DJ Kool 
Herc, cleverly crossed 
Kingston dancehall and 
soundsystem culture 
with thriving American 
funk music. Herc, 
while DJing his sister’s 
birthday party, decided 
to show off a trick he’d 
been practicing. Instead 
of playing songs all the 
way through, he cued up 
two copies of the same P
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record, zeroing in on the
dance break and using
two turntables to run it
back on a continuous
loop. He was looking
for the perfect beat,
whittling leaner, tighter
dance-floor routines out
of hit records. Herc’s
isolation of the white-hot
instrumental sections
of James Brown and
Incredible Bongo Band
records is the backbone
of the sound of rap
music. The practice
made maestros out of
children who couldn’t
afford instruments and/
or a musical education.
The music made
party planners out of
anyone who could jack
enough juice to power
turntables, microphones,
and speakers.

Hipster
Home Security System

I
Illuminated Advertising
Sign

Immigration
Incubator
Iron, Electric▼

“Ivy League”

T h e  C U L T U R E  P A G E S

J
Jaywalking
Jazz
Jeans, Designer▼

The workingman’s
denim pants, invented
in 1873 by Jacob Davis
and Levi Strauss, varied
little for a century until
Gloria Vanderbilt—
designer and heiress
to one of America’s
great fortunes—was
approached in 1976
by the Indian garment
manufacturer Murjani.
The jeans they came
up with walked a line
between sexy and
accessible. Made of
stretch denim, they
“fit like the skin on a
grape!” as one TV ad
promised. But they were
also comfortable and
wearable for the average
woman. Vanderbilt
starred in the print and
media ads and grossed
$30 million in sales in
the first year. As Gilda
Radner put it, Vanderbilt
took “her good family
name and put it on the
asses of America.”

Jell-O
Junk Bonds

K
Key-Lime Pie
Klieg Light
Knickerbocker

L
Labor Law
Lap Dance▼

In 1973, Al Kronish, an
enterprising accountant,
convinced Fred Cincotti,
an assistant D.A. for the
State of New York, and
Steven Katz, heir to a
construction empire, to
invest in a brand-new
strip club in Times
Square. The Melody
Burlesk was supposed
to be classier than the
other dives in the area,
and it bombed. To save
the club, they started
hiring porn stars to put
on shows there. In 1978,
the club introduced
Mardi Gras, a raucous
weekend event where, for
the first time, strippers
interacted directly with
the audience, grinding on
their laps for just $1 per
sitting. Word spread, men
began lining up to get
one of these newfangled
“lap dances,” and things
devolved from there.

Late-Night Talk Show
Leotard As Streetwear
Lindy Hop
Loft Living

M
Magic Marker
Manhattan
Mayhem
Mr. Potato Head

The Mob 
Mortgage-Backed        
   Securities
Muckraking 
Musical Theater 

N
NRA
Neoconservatism 
News Blog 
Nightclub 

O
Occupy Movement
Oreo

P
Parking, Alternate Side

of the Street▼
The New York City
Department of Traffic was
established in June 1950
as the postwar auto boom
threatened to swamp
New York City with
cars. Within weeks of its
creation, the DOT was
beseeched by the city’s
Sanitation commissioner,
Andrew W. Mulrain, to
try out a new plan on
the Lower East Side: a
scheme to ban parking on
each side of the street on
alternating days, allowing
the DOS to clean at the
curbs. Fifteen hundred

signs went up that July, 
and the law took effect 
on August 1. The local 
auto clubs howled, 
but by the end of the 
year, the arrangement 
had been expanded to 
the Upper West Side 
and over the next few 
months into Brooklyn, 
Queens, and the Bronx. 
Within two years, the 
city was declaring the 
plan a success because 
of the substantial 
parking-fine revenue
and (according to
Mulrain) cleaner streets.

Pastrami Sandwich
Penthouse
Period Underpants
Pickleback
Pilates
Pooper-Scooper Law
Pop Art
Power Lunch
Public Defender▼

On March 8, 1876,
a group of German-
Americans met on Wall
Street with the lawyer
and former Wisconsin
governor Edward
Salomon, aiming to
form an organization
that would provide legal
assistance to German
immigrants who could
not afford a private
attorney. Out of that
group, the German
Legal Aid Society was
born with the purpose of
defending immigrants
from, as its chief attorney,
Leonard McGee, put it,
“unscrupulous people,

romantic comedy: You should, in fact,  
have what she’s having. (Meg Ryan in  
When Harry Met Sally …, released in 1989.)

loft living: Chuck Close working on Keith in his Greene Street loft, 1970.
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who, on one pretext or
another, would manage
to rob them of the
little they possessed.”
The Society handled 212
cases in its first year;
in its fifth, it took on
2,832. In 1890, the group
began offering assistance
to non-Germans who
“appear worthy and at
the same time [are]
unable to pay.” The
organization changed its
name to the Legal Aid
Society on June 1, 1896.
Today, there is a similar
society, if not more than
one, in every state.

Public Relations
Puffer Coat
Punk

Q
Q-tips
Quant

R
Rabbit Ears▼

Radio Broadcasting
Remote Control
Romantic Comedy▼

The first onscreen
kiss—50 feet of celluloid,
running about 20
seconds—was shown
in New York in 1896.
Appropriately titled The
Kiss, it was among the
first motion pictures ever
shown theatrically to a
paying public, produced
by Thomas Edison and
starring May Irwin and
John Rice. (It also caused
a brief uproar over the
depiction of such wanton
sexuality.) On film, the
comedy-romance—an
ancient theatrical form—
developed organically
through situational
and romantic vignettes
produced by
New York st as
Vitagraph, Mutoscope
(later Biograph), and

Independent Moving 
Pictures. But oddly 
enough, the city emerged 
as a popular setting only 
after the industry began 
its move west. Cecil B. 
DeMille, a New Yorker 
who had decamped for 
California (he directed 
Hollywood’s first feature 
film), re-created New York 
locations in Los Angeles 
for 1914’s What’s His
Name and 1915’s Chimmie
Fadden. DeMille would
go on to make a series
of successful remarriage
comedies, including
1919’s Don’t Change Your
Husband and 1920’s Why
Change Your Wife?, both
starring Gloria Swanson.
It’s a fairly straight line
from there to Meg Ryan
in the deli in When
Harry Met Sally ….

Rush Tickets

S
Safety Pin
Scrabble
Singles Bar
Sitcom
Sketch Comedy
Socialite
Steamboat
Subway Series
Supermarket
Suspension Bridge

T
Tabloid Newspaper
Ticker
Toilet Paper
Tootsie Roll
Traffic Regulations
Tuxedo

U
Unions
United Nations
Urinal

V
Vaudeville
Vermont
Voguing

W
Waldorf Salad
“Walk” Sign
Wine List
Wrap Dress
Wrecking Ball▼

Instead of succeeding
his deli-owner father,
Sussman Volk—
inventor of the pastrami
sandwich—in the
construction of edible
high-rises, Jacob Volk
went into high-rise
destruction, becoming
New York’s foremost
expert in the demolition
of tall buildings. In
his early days in the
business, these structures
were painstakingly taken
down by hand, mostly by
men with crowbars. But
in the 1930s, Jacob and
his brother Albert began
knocking down walls and
columns with a hanging
slab of scrap iron
suspended from a crane.
By 1936 the Volks were
using a 3,000-pound
“iron cannonball” swung
from a 90-foot-tall arm.
As the low-rise 19th-
century city gave way to
the high-rise 20th, the
wrecking ball became
ubiquitous. In recent
decades, its use has
b fade: Although
it vanished from
the demolition trade
altogether, for big

buildings implosion is
faster and more efficient.
It’s used today less as a
physical tool than as a
convenient metaphor,
most notably by Miley
Cyrus, whose 2013
single “Wrecking Ball”
was accompanied by
a video of her riding
one as it swung from
a chain. A smash hit.

X
Xerography

Y
Yellow Journalism
Yuppie

Z
Zipless Fuck
Zoning▼

When yet another super-
tall tower pokes past the 
Empire State Building, 
New Yorkers routinely ask,
“Who let them build that?”
The answer often involves
zoning, a rulemaking art
that goes back to New
Amsterdam, when Peter
Stuyvesant issued a code
limiting the number
of taverns, designating
certain areas off-limits

to pigs and goats, and 
preventing shacks and 
fences from spilling over 
onto public streets.
Modern zoning, however, 
was precipitated by one 
particular event: When 
the 40-story Equitable 
Building went up in 
1913, eating up a whole 
block and looming over 
lower Manhattan’s old, 
narrow streets, New 
Yorkers clamored for 
more regulation. Two 
well-connected reformers, 
George McAneny and 
Edward Bassett, wrote 
the nation’s first zoning 
resolution, a revolutionary 
document enacted 
in 1916 that shaped 
growth for decades. 
The regulations can get 
detailed and arcane, but 
they express the way each 
place and period sees 
the challenges of living 
in close proximity; the 
political cost of trying to 
change that is formidable. 
Today it’s often the urban 
frontier where battles 
over gentrification, 
equality, and justice are 
waged and the future 
of the city is defined. 

contributors: 
Katherine Barner, 
 Christopher Bonanos, 
 Justin Davidson, Bilge 
Ebiri, Rhonda Garelick, 
Craig Jenkins, Tim 
 Murphy, and Nikita 
Richardson.

voguing: Striking a pose in Brooklyn, 1986.
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N
icole kidman gets it.
She knows that you’re
bored in month seven of
the pandemic and that
portion control can be

challenging. She knows The Undoing—
HBO’s six-part thriller set among Man-
hattan’s not always terribly sympathetic
elites, which she produced and stars in—
is the kind of TV dessert that is hard to
stop eating after just one bite, especially
given parts one through five all end with
some form of a “What happens next?!”
moment that will frustrate viewers who
want fast answers. And, yes, she knows
some of you may decide to solve this prob-
lem by letting the entire run of the show
stack up before even taking a taste. “Well,”
Kidman says, calling from Australia, “I do
hear that people now don’t tune in until
it’s all been released, because they’re like,
‘I don’t want to wait.’ I hope people don’t
do that. I hope that they go, ‘Okay, I’ll dip
my toe in and I’ll take the hour.’ One of the
great benefits of doing television with a
thriller is that you get to go, ‘No, you have
to wait.’ Because the state of waiting is a
good state to exist in, isn’t it?”

Debatable! Anyway, Kidman is not anti-
binge. She hastens to say she’s okay with
your gulping down the next miniseries
she’s making, Hulu’s Nine Perfect Strangers
(currently shooting in Byron Bay, Austra-
lia), all at once. But The Undoing is differ-
ent. Even though it is set in (almost) con-

Meanwhile, 
in Another 

World
How a Nicole Kidman–

Hugh Grant drama series
wound up becoming an 

inadvertent time capsule.
By Mark Harris

the undoing premieres  
October 25 on HBO.

T h e  C U L T U R E  P A G E S
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temporary Manhattan—specifically, the 
ultraluxe Upper East Side of brownstones, 
private schools, and benefit dinners—it 
has been consciously shaped as ever-so-
slightly retro, one-episode-at-a-time tele-
vision, a psychological thriller scheduled to
give viewers a month or so to feel anxiety
about something other than the election
results. (Which, of course, may or may not
be established by the time the series ends
on November 29. We’ll see.)

There’s almost a nostalgic pleasure in
that, and The Undoing is a throwback in
another way as well: Shot entirely in and
around Manhattan and Long Island over
six months in 2019, it may be New York
City’s last big television production of the
pre-covid days. Think of it as a time cap-
sule of that era’s innocent obsessions. The
drama—which focuses on a woman who
happens to look like Kidman and be
married to a doctor who looks like Hugh
Grant and who lives in a lovely, light-filled
townhouse and is completely oblivious to
the fact that her world is about to be
upended—unfolds in a metropolis of
teeming sidewalks and crowded charity
auctions, of long unmasked strolls, com-
plaints about having too many social
engagements, kisses in elevators, and other,
more intimate encounters. Improbably, the
miniseries now plays like a love letter
from an Australian actress, a British actor
(this is Grant’s first American TV work),
and a Danish director, Susanne Bier, to
money-flaunting, class-anxious, pre-
lockdown New York. “It was shot just a
year ago,” says one of the producers, Ste-
phen Garrett. “There were, I think, 110
productions shooting in New York then,
and one of our great struggles [was] to
keep other people’s trucks out of the back
of our shot.” In other words, it was the
good old days, which, at the time, we
complained about endlessly.

The process of bringing The Undoing

to the screen began several years ago, 
when its writer-producer, the TV veteran 
David E. Kelley (The Practice, Ally McBeal), 
read You Should Have Known. Jean Hanff 
Korelitz’s 2014 novel tells the slightly
Schadenfreudian story of Grace Sachs, a
40-something therapist about to publish
a self-help book reproving women for
willfully ignoring all the terrible, com-
pletely apparent traits of their romantic
partners and then being shocked when it
all goes sour. Grace is married to Jona-
than, a too-good-to-be-true pediatric
oncologist, and, naturally, she soon faces
a shrink-thyself moment when she learns
that the man she thought she knew has
really been … but I can’t go on. That
would be telling, something everyone
involved in The Undoing is currently
pretzeling their language to avoid doing.
Suffice it to say that (a) the novel takes an
unexpected midpoint turn from terrifying
melodrama to portrait of a woman
rebuilding her shattered life, and (b)
Kelley, who at first didn’t think there was
a TV show in it, put the book aside and
moved on to two seasons of Big Little
Lies. “It went more in the direction of
healing and psychological exploration,” he
says. “It’s an excellent book, but it emo-
tionally de-escalates, and in television,
you kind of need the opposite.”

Nevertheless, the characters stayed with
him, as did Korelitz’s sharp eye for the
vanities and pretensions of Manhattan’s
one percent (and their obsession with
Manhattan’s .01 percent). “Their lives are
artificial constructs in a certain way,” Kel-
ley says. “The belief that if you get the
right job and your kids go to the right
school and you jump through the right
societal hoops—there’s an illusion to that
construct, and what happens when the
perpetrators of that illusion begin to
believe their own false narratives?”

Kelley and Kidman had already forged

a good working relationship, and she 
liked his instinct to push the material 
sharply in the direction of suspense—to 
turn the story into more of a whodunit 
than the novel is (no spoilers about what
the “it” in “whodunit” is). Though some
may see the result as The Real Big Little
Lies of New York City in its silken blending
of very specific wealth porn with crime,
Kidman notes that Big Little Lies was about
a woman intentionally keeping a secret, not
“working off the fear, as this does, that
everything I have is not what I really have.”
She says, “I love psychological thrillers
when they’re well done. I’ve made a few—
The Others was probably the last time I did
a really powerful one—and that element
seemed to be a huge part of this series.” It
also feels consistent with much of Kidman’s
recent work; from Big Little Lies to The
Goldfinch,shehasbeenassemblingagallery
of characters who have trouble lurking just
beneath the veneer of their perfect lives.

That element also appealed to Bier, who
won an Oscar for Best Foreign Language
Film in 2011 for In a Better World and an
Emmy in 2016 for her direction of the
John le Carré adaptation The Night Man-
ager. On some limited series, the writer-
producer is king (or queen) and the direc-
tors are treated as high-end hired guns.
That isn’t the case with Bier, who not only
directed all six hours of The Undoing, but
insisted on shooting the episodes as if
they were one big movie, partly out of a
conviction that working on wildly differ-
ent parts of the story in a single week—or
sometimes a single day—would infuse
the production with energy and keep
everyone on their toes.

“I came in as David had finished the first
draft of the first episode,” Bier says, “when
it could still go in the direction of either
thriller or drama. I said, ‘I’m very intrigued
by the potential of a thriller.’ I find it
incredibly interesting, that whole thing of
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performances in
period pieces.

Grant does the same in Four
Weddings and a Funeral, in a
different mode. Where she’s

breathy and seductive, he’s bashful
and neurotic. Their relationships

(Grant is dating Elizabeth Hurley)
establish them as tabloid staples.

Grant is arrested
after soliciting
a prostitute; he

steps away
from movies

for two
years.

m is se d c on n e c t ions

THE STAR

TRAJECTORIES

OF NICOLE

KIDMAN AND

HUGH GRANT

by nate jones

After a steady string of 
Australian film roles, Kidman 
breaks out as a young wife in 
peril in Dead Calm. She goes 

to Hollywood, gets cast in 
many girlfriend parts, and, oh 
yeah, marries Tom Cruise. 

With her 
darkly comic 
role in To Die 
For, Kidman 

cements 
herself as a 

lead actress. 

Then some 
personal crises: 

Kidman’s marriage 
to Cruise collapses. 

She takes an 
11-month break 

between movies.

It feels like Hugh Grant
and Nicole Kidman
mu th
eac ,
right? Nope. Their
paths didn’t cross until
now—but their careers
did follow remarkably
similar patterns.

MID-’90S:
Full Flower

LATE ’80S AND EARLY ’90S:
Budding Stardom

LATE ’90S: 
Intermission
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Kidman throws herself
into ambitious

auteur projects like
Moulin Rouge! and

The Others. In 2003,
she wins an Oscar
for The Hours.

‘Who can I trust?’ and that deep, intangible,
unsettlingsenseofnothingbeingquitewhat
it seems—that sexy, seductive no-man’s-
land. That was one of the biggest draws for
me.” When she brought up Grant as a pos-
sible husband, Kidman, who had met him
socially over the years, said, “Ask him, but
he’ll never do it. Doesn’t matter if it’s a won-
derful role—he just doesn’t want to work.”

“It’s true,” Grant says, laughing. “I do
turn down a lot of things as I get older and
crankier. And I’d never worked with Nicole,
though I’d teased her a lot at parties. I’m
sure you’re a great fan of the Paddington
films—as real cinephiles are! And some
people who have seen those think that
we’re in them together, but we’re not. She
has spent her career doing rarefied,
Oscarwinning pieces, while I’ve done
romantic comedies. Our paths were never
destined to cross much.” To everyone’s
surprise, Grant, who says “it has been
lovely in the past seven or eight years to
be playing people with dark psyches,”
came onboard, eager to portray “someone
who 100 percent believes what he’s saying
at every moment. So if he is lying, he’s
one of those liars who believe their lies.
Do you know those people? They’re the
scariest.” (As an example, he cites the
current United States president.) Grant’s
sole proviso was that he wanted to know
how things would end for his character
before he committed himself.

As Kelley worked through subsequent
drafts, many elements of the original
novel (including Grace’s self-help book)
fell away. What survived was, among other
things, the specificity of the New York
locations. All the creative principals
agreed that Manhattan should be a char-
acter as much as a backdrop. “Susanne
had a vision for a fairy tale kind of feel,”
says Per Saari, one of Kidman’s producing
partners. Taking full advantage of New
York in the final year of the Before Times,P
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they used multiple outdoor locations and, 
whenever possible, real interiors. Kidman 
and Grant’s cozy (meaning amazing) 
brownstone is an actual Upper East Side 
residence—“Very hot and very wet to 
shoot in,” says Garrett. And other crucial 
settings seamlessly combine studio sets 
with actual locations; a vast glass-walled 
penthouse, the venue of a private-school 
fund-raiser for scholarship students that 
ignites the plot in episode one, was partly 
created in the sightseeing floor atop One 
World Trade Center. “The most challeng-
ing thing is accessing some of those really 
high-end apartments,” says producer 
Bruna Papandrea. “When you’re in that 
world and trying to get a deal done to film 
in someone’s home, they don’t necessarily 
need your money.”

A further complication was Bier’s com-
mitment to rehearsing the actors every 
morning on set before the shooting day 
started, sometimes for as long as 90 
minutes—an unheard-of luxury in tele-
vision. “Having ownership of the scenes 
on the set, rehearsing quite freely and 
radically, is very helpful,” Bier says. “The 
actors get to ask all the questions. I get to 
be provocative. We get to a point where 
we know what the scene is about and 
then the craziness of whatever is going 
on on the set becomes a tool, as opposed 
to something that’s in the way.”

“Almost always, there’s a thing called the 
lineup, where you’re dragged out of makeup 
with the curlers still in your hair,” says 
Grant, “and you stand on the cold set with 
the directors and heads of department so 
they can light it and set up dollies and 
things. Susanne did warn me that she liked 
to do more than that, and sometimes you 
could watch the producers inject them-
selves with arsenic in the background over 
how much money it was costing.”

“She can send people to the edge of 
destruction in the nicest possible way,” says 

Garrett. “But she always makes her day.”
“One of the reasons I took the job,” says 

Grant, “was I’m old and I have small chil-
dren and I love them, but I thought, Great, 
I get to get away from them for a bit and get 
some sleep. But, ironically, the moment 
I landed at JFK each time, I was over-
whelmed with homesickness. I don’t know 
who I’ve turned into. Scenes where I’m just 
asking for a cup of coffee would make me 
burst into tears, and they’d have to say, 
‘Maybe not in this scene, Hugh.’ It was just 
me missing my kids. I was doing the whole 
thing on jet lag—and, I now see, sugar. 
I watched the series the other day. 
I thought it was about a dark secret in a 
privileged family. It turns out it’s just about 
a fat man married to Nicole Kidman. I’ve 
never seen such weight on an actor—you 
can barely get me in the widescreen.”

By the end, the shoot left both stars 
feeling ragged. “I was pretty much work-
ing every day,” says Kidman, whose char-
acter’s increasing unsteadiness Bier 
filmed in unnervingly tight, sustained 
close-ups. “By the time you’re three 
months in, there’s a sort of exhaustion 
level that helps with the disorientation 
my character was supposed to be feeling. 
I tried to use it, because that’s what you 
do. I got quite sick when I was making it. 
I did feel like I was going a bit insane, to 
be honest. By the end, I was just very, 
very … I sort of staggered out of there.”

“But at the same time,” she adds, 
“Susanne and I really joined psychically. 
When you’ve got Donald Sutherland and 
Hugh Grant and all of these powerful 
males, to be really based in female psychol-
ogy was important to me. The whole thing 
orbits around this woman and her rela-
tionships with these people. Susanne said, 
‘You have to be so careful, because when 
you act, you give something that’s so much 
a part of you that you shouldn’t give it up 
too often.’ I heard her loud and clear.” ■

Grant reun
Richard Cu

Hill, Bridget Jo
Diary, and Love A

which reestab
him as a charming
screen presence.

Grant takes another hiatus—
during which he helps expose

the News Corp. phone-hacking
scandal—and returns in the

totally bonkers Cloud Atlas.
(He also fathers five children
by two different women.)

A gy of
mz,

Music and Lyrics, and
Did You Hear About

the Morgans?, Grant’s
career as a Hollywood
leading man is over.

Grant transforms into a character
actor in The Man From U.N.C.L.E.

and Florence Foster Jenkins; he gets
an Emmy nomination for A Very

English Scandal. Both actors play
villains in subsequent movies

in the Paddington franchise.

A period of liberating 
experimentation: 

Kidman gets great 
reviews for the tiny 

Rabbit Hole and 
pees on Zac Efron 

in The Paperboy. 

As the decade goes on, both 
are increasingly ill served by 

studio fare. Kidman does 
interesting work in indies, but 

her big-budget efforts—The 
Golden Compass, Australia, 
Nine—are disappointments.

Now in their 50s, both enjoy 
a comeback powered by 
supporting roles and TV 

work. Kidman gets an Oscar 
nomination for Lion, while 
her performance in Big Little 

Lies earns her an Emmy. 

THE NEW MILLENNIUM: 
A Second Act

LATE AUGHTS: 
Diminishing Returns

EARLY ’10S:  
The “Fuck It” Years

MID-TO-LATE ’10S:  
Revival

   85
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it begins with
“terrifying pleasure,”

this pleasure that’s so big
that Therese is scared of it
even as she’s walking into
it. But then the physical
descriptions fall away.
There’s such specificity
there—the use of leaped, her
body vanishing in widening
circles, that beautiful line
“beyond where thought
could follow.” And then
suddenly Patricia Highsmith
is reminding us of all those 
things that have happened 
to Therese and Carol to get 
to this moment. If there 
was a handbook for writing 

an erotic scene, I’m sure it
would say “Don’t do that.”
You can’t pull out of the
moment—we’ve lost the
hair on the breasts and the
tingling pleasure. But that’s
what I love about the scene.

Highsmith was adept at
constructing these very tightly
plotted crime novels, and she
brings that talent to bear in
The Price of Salt. From the
moment Therese encounters
Carol in the department
store, we are really building 
toward this scene more than a 
hundred pages later. That also 
puts an unbearable pressure 
on this scene to work. 

Best Sex I Ever Read: Emily M. Danforth on the I

“Carol’s fingers tightened in her hair, Carol kissed her on t
only a continuation of the moment when Carol had sl
wanted to say again, and then the words were erased
from Carol’s lips over her neck, her shoulders, that rush

around Carol, and she was conscious of Carol and nothing else, of C
her bare breasts, and then her body too seemed to vanish in wide
where thought could follow. While a thousand memories and mom
met her at the store, a thousand memories of Carol’s face, her v
tail of a comet across her brain. And now it was pale-blue dist
flight suddenly like a long arrow. The arrow seemed to cross an i
on in space, and not quite to stop. Then she realized that she still c
was herself. She saw Carol’s pale hair across her eyes, and now Caro
ask if this were right, no one had to tell her, because this could not h
against her, and felt Carol’s mouth on her own smiling mouth. The
away from her, the gray eyes calm as she had never seen them, as if t
from. And it seemed strange that it was still Carol’s face, with the f
mouth now as calm as her eyes, as Therese had seen it many time

plain bad heroines will be published by William Morrow on October 20.

novelist Emily M. Danforth, author of The 
Miseducation of Cameron Post and Plain Bad 
Heroines, hadn’t yet come out when she first 
encountered this passage from Patricia Highsmith’s 
The Price of Salt back in her 20s. At the time, she 
wished the scene had been more anatomical.  
Today, it’s Highsmith’s sublime metaphors that pull 
her in. Although she appreciates Todd Haynes’s 
film adaptation, Carol, Danforth insists there’s 
something inevitably missing from this iconic 
scene. “She’s a fucking comet arcing into space,” 
Danforth says. “That’s something you can only do
in prose, that you can’t mimic with two actors in a
hotel stage room.”  as told to lila shapiro
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h on the Ineffable Pleasures of Patricia Highsmith’s The Price of Salt

Throughout the novel,
Therese is looking for
instruction from Carol as
though she’s filling some
sort of parental void. So this
is an incredibly profound
moment, one that’s so
recognizable to me as a
queer woman—that Therese
has a certainty, and she
doesn’t need it defined or
explained or sanctioned
by any outside force.

I spent a good part of
my late teens and early 20s
reading all the lesbian lit
I could in order to be the
best lesbian I could be when
I came out. When I first

read the scene, in my mid-
20s, I didn’t want it to be
artful. I wanted it to be an
instruction manual. It does
feel goofy to admit that,
but I really wanted to do it
correctly. This was in the
late ’90s and early aughts.
I read a lot of upsetting
lesbian books; I started
with The Well of Loneliness
and worked my way from
there, stories where the
queer couple are punished
in some way. Reading
this book, even some 48
years after it had been
published, had a huge effect
on me—the hopefulness,

the endorsement of
Therese’s feelings.

Now, when I reread the
passage, it’s the missing
anatomy that I love.
I’m filling in the details.
Highsmith allows space for
the reader to do that work
at exactly the right moment.
She’s taking the reader into
the realm of the ineffable.
As a young reader, that is
what I wanted the experience
of sex to be like. I knew I had
these desires, but to act on
these desires—that terrain
still felt very fraught to me.
So this idea that sex would be
so beautiful I wouldn’t even

be able to find the words for
it, that felt very important.

This scene lodged so firmly
in my brain that it bubbles up
in ways I’m not always aware
of when I’m writing. There’s
a moment in my new book
when three of the characters
make out in an orchard, and
each of them is thinking in
these really specific, sensory
terms of images that they’re
going to remember later.
I love that shift from tactile
writing into metaphoric
writing that allows the reader
to fully live in a scene so that
it feels true, which is really
what I ask of fiction. ■

d her on the lips, and pleasure leaped in Therese again as if it were 
l had slipped her arm under her neck last night. I love you, Therese

by the tingling and terrifying pleasure that spread in waves
, that rushed suddenly, the length of her body. Her arms were tight  
g else, of Carol’s hand that slid along her ribs, Carol’s hair that brushed 

h in widening circles that leaped further and further, beyond 
s and moments, words, the first darling, the second time Carol had 

s face, her voice, moments of anger and laughter flashed like the 
blue distance and space, an expanding space in which she took 
ross an impossibly wide abyss with ease, seemed to arc on and 

t she still clung to Carol, that she trembled violently, and the arrow
Carol’s head was close against hers. And she did not have to
not have been more right or perfect. She held Carol tighter

uth. Therese lay still, looking at her, at Carol’s face only inches 
hem, as if they retained some of the space she had just emerged 

, with the freckles, the bending blond eyebrow that she knew, the
ny times before. ¶ ‘My angel,’ Carol said. ‘Flung out of space.’ ”
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the qualities it shares with the form are key 
to why it’s so delicious.

The Vow is just the latest to tap into the 
surge of popularity for the docuseries for-
mat, which was spurred by true-crime 
works likeTheJinxandMakingaMurderer 
(as well as the podcast Serial) and the 
cultural-history series O.J.: Made in Amer-
ica. In recent years, the form has flourished. 
In crime and thrillers, there’s Wild Wild 
Country, The Keepers, and Errol Morris’s 
Wormwood. In food docuseries, on Netflix 
alone, a proliferation: Chef ’s Table, Ugly 
Delicious, Salt Fat Acid Heat, Cooked, Street 
Food.Injust2020:thewildlypopularsports 
series Cheer, the excellent medical docu-
series Lenox Hill, the true crime–cum–
biography I’ll Be Gone in the Dark, Chef ’s 
Table: BBQ, and, inescapably, Tiger King. 

Documentaries have always carried with 
them an air of legitimacy and highbrow 
sheen. But the arc of the docuseries in the 
past five years—the way a show like Tiger 
King was able to consume all the cultural 
oxygen this spring—reminds me of what 
happened to TV dramas over the past two 
decades. The distinction between a network 
drama and one made for a premium-cable 
outlet (called, variously, “prestige TV,” “qual-
ity TV,” “TV that’s actually a movie,” and “TV 
that’s better because it’s not really TV”) 
came down to narrowly defined specialness. 
The latter was more expensive, it often 
employed dense storytelling and playful 
cinematography, it demanded all of the 
viewer’s attention, and there were fewer epi-
sodes. A similar pattern underlies the explo-
sion of the docuseries, which emerged from 

there’s a scene in HBO’s
NXIVM-cult docuseries, The
Vow, that turned my initial idle

curiosity into absurd, all-consuming
obsession. At the end of the first episode,
a former cult member named Mark
Vicente gets emotional in the middle of a
talking-head interview as he describes
how NXIVM destroyed the early, tender
part of his marriage. “I feel like my life
with Bonnie was stolen,” Vicente says.
“Bonnie got there first.” He’s referring to
her realization that the organization they
had devoted their lives to was a cult. Then,
without any warning, the show skips back
in time to an earlier moment of rupture
between the couple, when Bonnie laid out
her concerns about NXIVM to Mark.
“There’s a lot of things I’m starting to see
about the organization,” she tells him,
while Mark tries to talk her off the ledge:
“C’mon, boo. C’mon, c’mon.” “I think some
things are going to crumble,” Bonnie says.

Reality TV
Glows Up

Docuseries are television’s latest prestige
offering, but they’re not so different from their

trashier predecessors.
By Kathryn VanArendonk

T h e  C U L T U R E  P A G E S

Cut to closing credits.
I was so compelled I let my kids’ breakfast 

oatmeal congeal in the pot behind me while 
I watched. This, I realized, is the way pro-
ducers on The Bachelor would have told this 
story. That sounds gross and bad! A 
thoughtful docuseries about human vulner-
ability and the search for meaning being 
reduced to the megadrama of a reality 
 dating-competition show? That move, 
though—the talking head and the cut to the 
scene as it unfurled with no demarcation 
between them, followed by the punch of an 
episode ending—that’s a reality-TV classic, a 
bread-and-butter edit for a Real Housewives 
meltdown. In its documentary sensibility, 
The Vow is part of a vital,  well-established 
school of fly-on-the-wall filmmaking. Its 
creators, Karim Amer and Jehane Noujaim, 
are award-winning directors. But in its TV-
ness, in its cliffhanger delights, and in its 
sustained intimacy over time, The Vow is 
reality TV polished to a prestige shine, and 

Illustration by Richard A. Chance

The VH1 reality series Couples Therapy, left, and the Showtime docuseries Couples Therapy.
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the world of documentary filmmaking but
also from a television landscape primed by
decades of reality TV.

The boom in true crime, for instance,
stems largely from the influential documen-
tary film The Thin Blue Line (1988) and the
docuseries The Staircase (2004). But those
works are also refined, more expensive, in-
depth iterations of shows like Unsolved
Mysteries, The FBI Files, Forensic Files, and
the entire oeuvre of Nancy Grace. The many
culinary docuseries over the past several
years, which show cooking in hagiographic
slow motion and treat food culture as all-
serious ethnographies, are capitalizing on a
long-established audience for reality food
TV, a genre big and multifaceted enough to
fill its own cookery-competition universe.
Examples like Deaf U, out this October on
Netflix, are docuseries instantiations of
shows from the large and lucrative world of
insular-subculture series, like Keeping Up
With the Kardashians, 19 Kids and Count-
ing, Duck Dynasty, and Toddlers & Tiaras,
and shows like Teen Mom, Jon & Kate Plus
8, and Little People, Big World, about chal-
lenging, often unusual life experiences. Fol-
lowing the TLC and MTV format for reality
shows, a docuseries like Tiger King takes
charismatic people in abnormal circum-
stances and turns their lives into objects of
subculture tourism. They invite viewers to
tour unfamiliar worlds, the inner lives of
everyone from polygamists, to people with
disabilities, to—Can you imagine?—people
who live in the South.  

Anglo-American culture has yet to meet
something lowbrow that it didn’t find a way
to repackage as classy and valuable. (See
bawdy Renaissance plays, 19th-century
serial fiction, soap operas.) And on the
major networks or on cable channels like
TLC and A&E, most reality shows are trash.
This is hardly a secret—many are proudly
lowbrow, and they’re treated by viewers and
network buyers alike as disposable. Some
are junky, cheaply made series that run for-
ever, but even for a show with sky-high pro-
duction values, like The Real Housewives,
they are unreservedly mucky in tone and
story. They come with the added voyeuristic
kick of being real. Or realish. Real enough
for that oomph of busybody pleasure.

There’s an important distinction between
the way most reality shows are made and
the foundational ethos of a docuseries.
Reality shows are cast, tested, poked, prod-
ded, often prewritten, and edited to shape
stories that would not otherwise have
existed. Docu series, for the most part, film
their subjects as they are. There’s still
opportunity to mold the story that appears
onscreen—by changing how it unfolds,
whose perspectives are prioritized, which

excerpts to use out of many hours of filmed
footage, whom to include and whom to
leave out. Still, the aim of documentary
filmmaking is typically to approach the sub-
ject from a direction that’s entirely inverted
from that of reality TV. Reality producers
start with a story and find subjects to fit;
docuseries producers start with subjects
and wait to see what the story will be.

That difference is key to the legitimizing
link between the two forms. By now, several
decades into their life on TV, there’s an
entrenched understanding that reality
shows are unbelievable and, in some cases,
ethically suspect. There have been ethical
questions about many docuseries, of course,
and true crime as a genre comes with all
kinds of concerns about exploiting victims
for entertainment. But those questions are
different than the in-your-face unease of an
episode of, say, Below Deck, where a partici-
pant who’s obviously in the throes of a medi-
cation crisis continues to be on-camera in
spite of their ongoing struggles. Docuseries,

made with a journalistic eye and with the
(unintoxicated)consentof theirsubjects,are
sanitizedversionsofreality-showmessiness.
If dubious ethics help define reality TV’s
lowbrow trashiness, the perception that a
docuseries is less manipulative and less
manufactured helps secure its more digni-
fiedstatus.Thatcomesacross inthepackag-
ing, too.A series like TheVow is beautiful,an
artful visual experience that turns scratchy
phone recordings into tense scenes and a
simple text exchange into a horror film. Its
title credits are from the director who
designed those of HBO’s True Detective, and
The Vow’s many collaborators come from
documentary film and TV. In its formandits
style, The Vow screams “elevated.”

Underneath, though, I could feel my
brain pinging in response to The Vow in the
way it does to reality programming—to the
voyeuristic closeness of it. The same is true
for long stretches of Netflix’s college-football
docuseries, Last Chance U, and the entirety
of Tiger King. Joe Exotic, the subject of the
latter series, had been trying to make a real-

ity show about himself featuring much of 
the same material that ended up in the 
docuseries. But by folding the reality-show 
production into the docuseries narrative, 
Tiger King could take advantage of the 
material while holding itself at arm’s length. 
Being about a reality show feels superior to 
being one. The central appeal of one of my 
favorite docuseries from the past two years, 
Showtime’s Couples Therapy, is that its 
directors were able to capture therapy as it 
happened over the course of several months. 
It’s like being in a room with couples as they 
discuss their most private thoughts. And 
while its art design and ethical foundation 
are vastly different, Couples Therapy is so 
much like a reality-show premise that it was 
the premise for a six-season reality show on 
VH1 also called Couples Therapy. Putting 
the two series side by side is an uncanny 
illustration of prestige glow-up. On one 
side, night-vision footage of Flavor Flav 
storming out of a bedroom in a mansion 
where celebrity couples have been seques-
tered to create reality-TV drama. On the 
other, a wood-paneled, neutral-toned thera-
pist’s office where a clinical psychologist 
looks carefully at the well-heeled couple 
across from her on the sofa. 

Docuseries have become so “in vogue,” 
The Vow’s Karim Amer told me, thatturning 
a documentary-film project into a series can 
be the easiest way to get it made, even if that 
means stretching it out unnecessarily into a 
series-length format. But the underlying 
fuel for the docuseries boom, Amer thinks, 
is that “we are living in a crazy time.” “People 
want to go deeper,” he said. “The documen-
tary series is in many ways the new novel, 
[like] the way that Dickens would write 
long stories. People want to feel like they’re 
going chapter by chapter into worlds.” 

As I listened to Amer discuss the “novel-
istic” elements of the docuseries, I thought 
about all the ways that comparison makes 
sense. One of the great innovations of the 
European novel was free indirect discourse. 
It offered new modes to access someone 
else’s private self, creating an almost alarm-
ing proximity with characters by allowing 
their interiority to slip into a narrator’s voice. 
What better comparison to the overwhelm-
ing intimacy of The Vow? But in the same 
moment, I thought about Charles McGrath 
announcing that TV is the “prime-time 
novel” in a 1995 New York Times Magazine 
essay and how many times David Simon’s 
work has been compared with Dickens’s. 
How often have I heard TV creatives 
describe their prestige dramas as “novelis-
tic” and “Dickensian”? Docuseries are the 
newest conversation-consuming form—
adding a nod to Dickens is just the chef ’s 
kiss of TV legitimacy.  ■ 

Anglo-American 
culture has yet  

to meet something 
lowbrow that  
it didn’t find a  

way to repackage  
as classy.
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once upon a time, winsome, hopeful Michigander Sufjan Stevens became one
of the finest songwriters of his generation by delving into the sweeping topography

and sometimes peculiar local culture of Middle America, tracing the fall of cities like Flint
and Detroit from industrial-era prominence on 2003’s Michigan and recounting unfor-
gettable youthful experiences in Decatur and the Mississippi Palisades on 2005’s Illinois.
Coupled with his bookish attention to history, Stevens’s fey vocals and twee arrangements
suggested an accomplished multimedia class project, a whiz kid wrapping his head around
the fullness of America. Stevens’s “50 States Project” ended abruptly, though; such was the
restlessness of his interests. When he wasn’t making concept albums about U.S. states,
Stevens made delicate banjo-and-guitar songs stuffed with religious allegory, dabbled in
electronics on a collection of compositions inspired by the Chinese zo-
diac, and dished out a seemingly endless trove of original Christmas
carols and covers. He helped run Asthmatic Kitty, the indie label he co-
founded;producedfor friends;startedsupergroups;ranalivelyTumblr
coveringeverythingfromfaithtopopcultureandpolitics;andcreateda
film, album, and live show about the decaying expressway joining
Downtown Brooklyn to Astoria, Queens. His method is ever changing,

p o p   /   m o v i e s   /   t v

but his drive always seems to be simply to
share and appreciate beauty.

In mostof theseendeavors,wehaveexpe-
rienced Stevens as an overarching curating
eye through which the vast America land-
scape is pondered alongside people’s indi-
vidual journeys across it. His catalogue is
a needlepoint tapestry, a series of vibrant
strokes up close that reveals an intercon-
nectedness as you step back and what look
likerandomshapesandcolorsbecomeiden-
tifiable patterns. Still, the man himself can
feel far away and unknowable. Fans pore
over lyrics and dispatches for clues about
the life of the writer, obsessing over ambi-
guities and trying to parse autobiographical
narratives from clever bits of storytelling.
A Facebook page titled “Is this Sufjan Ste-
vens song gay or just about God?” studies
the visceral physicality of Stevens’s songs
about faith in boorish terms; these days,
cultivating a sense of mystery is seen as a
challenge to the enterprising internet citi-
zen, though it used to be a concerted act of
creating space between artist and audience.

Sufjan Stevens
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CRITICS
Craig Jenkins on The Ascension … Alison Willmore on On the Rocks …  

Matt Zoller Seitz on The Good Lord Bird.

THE ASCENSION

SUFJAN STEVENS.

ASTHMATIC KITTY.

POP /  CRAIG JENKINS

His Beautiful Despair
Sufjan Stevens’s latest represents both  

an evolution and a return. 
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Either because of this or in spite of it, Ste-
vens’s art has become less abstract. 2015’s 
Carrie & Lowell processed grief from the 
loss of his mother to cancer by examining 
childhood memories and adult emotional 
distress. Although 2017’s Planetarium—a 
collaborative album with composer Nico 
Muhly, drummer James McAlister, and the 
National’s Bryce Dessner—deals in astron-
omy and ancient Roman myths, its pitting 
of love against warfare lands on the main 
theme of the year it was released.

At the top of the Fourth of July weekend, 
Stevens released the 12-and-a-half-minute 
epic “America,” braiding disparate threads 
from earlier works into its postcard artwork 
(see Michigan and Illinois), sensual faith-
fulness (see Seven Swans), winding song 
lengths, and flair for synths-and-drum pro-
gramming (see The Age of Adz and Enjoy 
Your Rabbit). “America” is a protest anthem 
disguised as a conversation with God. The 
refrain—“Don’t do to me what you did to 
America”—hit hard on a weekend when 
some Americans pondered sitting Inde-
pendence Day out in a year that has been a 
flash point for long-simmering racial injus-
tices, while others watched the president 
break social-distancing protocols during a 
campaign rally at Mount Rushmore, where 
he told supporters that protests around 
the country against police brutality and 
Confederate monuments were “designed 
to overthrow the American Revolution.” 
The current political moment is unique in 
the speed at which schisms have become 
chasms, but the nation’s triumphs have 
always been undercut by a grisly capacity for 
violence, one that is also present in Stevens’s 
States albums, on which you’re as likely to 
hear a song about a beautiful monument or 
stretch of land as one about a world-famous 
serial killer or an interlude memorializing 
the pain of Mary Todd Lincoln, widow of 
famous Abe, who was finally institutional-
ized in her grief over the loss of most of her 
immediate family. “America” foregrounds a 
message that has always lurked in the mar-
gins: The place may look nice, but it was
paid for in blood.

Like Carrie & Lowell, which returned
Stevens to his folk roots while presenting
a subtle shift in his approach to songwrit-
ing, this fall’s The Ascension is both a slight
return and a bit of an evolution. Shim-
mering synth tones nod to the glitchier
moments on Adz and to the focus on tasty
textures that Stevens and his stepfather,
Lowell Brams, pursued on last year’s col-
laborative instrumental album Aporia, a
move anyone who liked last year’s Pride
single “Love Yourself” or the remixes on the
2017 mixtape The Greatest Gift could see
coming from deep. What’s different now is
the arrangements, which are much starker

and more to the point than the artist’searlier
forays into electronic music, and the lyrics,
which cut to the heart of his disillusionment
with the American Dream while shaking
off his taste for subtle, referential messag-
ing. Sufjan calls The Ascension his protest
album, but it’s also the closest thing to pop
music he’s ever made. You won’t spend years
fracking for submerged meaning in “Die
Happy,” “Video Game,” or “Run Away With
Me,” although on “Gilgamesh” he’s back to
his old tricks, naming one of his horniest
songs ever after the Mesopotamian mythi-
cal hero whom feistier scholars believe to
have been in love with his male best friend,
Enkidu. In songs like this, Stevens weapon-
izes the boyishness of his voice, giving an
element of shock to the more lurid lines; it’s
a trick he picked up on the previous album,
where his whisper softened the harrowing
details of death and grief.

The Ascension wears simplicity and
directness well until it doesn’t. “Die
Happy” repeats its main line—“I wanna
die happy”—enough times for the surprise
to wear off, dropping a massive beat in the
middle that makes the whole thing feel like
wry gallows humor. Elsewhere, repetition
can be cloying. “Death Star” is pleasant but
not profound; “Tell Me You Love Me” drags
on a little too long before an intense, life-
affirming coda. The highs are stratospheric
if you have the patience to wait for the pay-
off. “Landslide” takes off like space travel at
the chorus; “Ativan” takes four minutes to
reach a euphoric dance break. The Ascen-
sion is sort of like spending a night out in
a club to blow off steam after a bad day; it’s
death and gloom until the right beat hits
and your focus shifts to finding someone to
provide comfort through the night.Thecon-
trast suggests companionship is the solu-
tion to fears about a fraying republic and
a planet on a low boil, but the doomsaying

gothic tunes on the front end of the album 
are more intriguing than most of the songs 
that land after “Gilgamesh”—save for the 
title track, where the faith journey that has 
long animated Stevens’s art and philosophy 
comes under the same nihilistic gaze the 
album otherwise reserves for politics.

“The Ascension” is a moment not unlike 
the chilling Andre 3000 verse on Frank 
Ocean’s Blonde album (in which the 
Atlanta rap veteran surveys the current 
state of the culture and wonders aloud why 
he ever bothered being a perfectionist)—a 
moment we’re all having while watching 
virtuous people suffer and die while others 
party as if nothing is happening; when it 
really looks like it might be less emotion-
ally expensive to just live for yourself, civic 
duties be damned: “And now it frightens 
me, the thought against my chest / To think 
I was asking for a reason / Explaining why 
everything’s a total mess.” Stevens twists the 
knife further as he goes: “I thought I could 
change the world around me / I thought I 
could change the world for best / I thought 
I was called in convocation / I thought I was 
sanctified and blessed.” He finds no resolu-
tion, in the end, for these concerns, and the 
song floats away on voices singing, “What 
now?” But the answer to the question of 
this Job-like test of faith is that goodness 
isn’t transactional, a thing you stockpile in 
expectation of eventual compensation, the 
mistake Christian theologians make when 
they sell the faith exclusively as a ticket out 
of hell. You do it in hopes of making things 
easier for those who come behind you, in 
hopes of being remembered for what you 
built while you were here. Death catches 
us all eventually, but if you play your cards 
right, you touch enough people so your 
memory outlasts your physical form. If you 
don’t believe in raptures and resurrections, 
that’s a kind of immortality.  ■

the new movie from Sofia Coppola, On the Rocks, has the
premise of a mild-mannered sitcom and a heart so incongru-

ously wounded that you might leave it wanting to gently talk up the
benefits of therapy. It begins and ends positioned as a mere wisp of a
thing about a woman named Laura (Rashida Jones) who lives in a loft
in Soho with two daughters and her husband, Dean (Marlon Wayans).
Laura’s starting to suspect that Dean, who has been traveling a lot for
the company he recently founded, has been cheating on her, so she calls

MOVIES /  ALISON WILLMORE

Daddy’s Day Out 
Don’t let the frivolity fool you—deeper 

anxieties are afoot in On the Rocks.
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every server and maître d’ and, as he dem-
onstrates in the most memorable scene in 
the movie, every cop in the city, too. Doors 
open for him, and people turn his way like 
plants toward the sun, and as much as she 
tries to pretend otherwise, Laura (played 
by Jones like a living expressionless-face 
emoji) craves his attention too. He just 
seems to live in a more vivid, colorful New 
York than she does, an older and cooler ver-
sion of the city in which you can sit at the 
table where Humphrey Bogart proposed to 
Lauren Bacall and eat caviar while loung-
ing outside the Soho House in a convertible 
spying on your son-in-law.

On the Rocks feels, for a Coppola movie, 
unusually drab, though at least some of 
that’s by design. The life Laura and Dean 
share is laid out in precise, exacting details 
that are destined to enrage anyone who 
has ever taken issue with the director’s 
tendency to tell stories about the rich. It’s 
an existence rooted in wealth but pre-
sented as mundanely middle class—which 
reflects how it feels to Laura, who sees her-
self as reduced to being another mom in 
the school drop-off line, drained of vitality 
compared with her father, whose existence 
is touched by magic. On the Rocks isn’t a 
great movie, but it’s one overflowing with 
feelings that it tries to squash into some-
thing tidier. Among them are fear of for-
ever being scarred by a father who up and 
left, anger at how easily he still indulges 
his impulses while she’s trapped behaving 
sensibly, and a broader resentment at how 
aging can differ for men and women. If it’s 
difficult to reconcile those raw-edged emo-
tions with the pat conclusion On the Rocks 
arrives at, it’s because the film never really 
manages to do that either. ■

on her gadabout father, Felix (Bill Mur-
ray), for commiseration and advice. After
all, Felix had an affair and left her mother
back when Laura was growing up, so he
should know. Felix is all too delighted at
the chance to play infidelity consultant—
“Can you just act a little less excited about
this? Because this is my life, and it
might be falling apart,” his daugh-
ter complains—and soon the two
are bouncing around Manhattan
and then hauling off to a Mexican
resort in hopes of figuring out if
Dean is sleeping with his co-
worker Fiona (Jessica Henwick).

It’s a lark, and not a terribly engaging
one, but then there are all these massive
unprocessed emotions poking out from
below the surface of the story like ice-
bergs that have to be frantically navigated
around. Laura’s on the cusp of turning 40,
and midlife malaise is guiding what hap-
pens at least as much as worry about her
relationship with her husband is (“I don’t
know why women get plastic surgery,” Felix
muses helpfully after informing his daugh-
ter that “a woman’s at her most beautiful
between the ages of 35 and 39”). Fiona may
be young and beautiful, but she’s also unen-
cumbered, free to give her full focus to one
thing while Laura is split between shep-
herding the kids around, failing to write the
book she sold, and trying to make the most
of the rare moments she has alone with
Dean. Coppola, an auteur who has devoted
her career to exploring different facets of
girlishness, has crafted a lightly depressive
elegy to the quality—a story about some-
one who realizes she’s crossing beyond its
insulating, stifling borders and wondering
what is on the other side. 

If, in Lost in Translation, Murray was
playing a temporary suitor as father figure
to Scarlett Johansson, here he’s playing a
father as substitute suitor, squiring his little
girl around town when her husband’s too
busy. But it’s not Laura’s marriage or, for

that matter, her career that is the true driver 
of the movie. Her relationship remains in 
the background, more a concept than a 
nuanced reality, and the details of her book 
are never discussed. The more time Laura 
spends with Felix, a chaotically outsize fig-
ure who whisks her away to boozy lunches 

and insists on taking her out to 
the ‘21’ club for her birthday, the 
more it becomes clear that he is 
the one she’s really fretting about. 
Or, rather, he and everything he’s 
come to represent about who gets 
to leave and to start over and who 
stays behind picking up the toys 

and feeling like romance and gallantry are 
forever behind her.

Felix, played by Murray with a careless 
charm that’s as familiar as it is still effec-
tive, appears to glide through life without 
exerting any visible effort. He’s a successful 
art dealer who habitually flirts with every 
woman he sees and who knows the name of 

TV /  MATT ZOLLER SEITZ

Angry Bird
The story of John Brown, told  

with righteous fury. 

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

: 
C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 A

P
P

L
E

 

ethan hawke’s rage-filled croak as abolitionist John 
Brown in The Good Lord Bird is biblically awesome. It’s not just 

deeper and more gravelly than his everyday speaking voice; it’s a geyser 
of fury that seems to erupt from his innards like demonic ectoplasm es-
caping the body of a possessed soul in a horror mov-
ie. When Brown launches into a sermon aimed at
slavery-defending sinners, his hands grip the butts of
his six-shooters, and his face and body knot up and
twist like a hangman’s rope. His veins throb. Spittle
flies. His eye color seems to darken. None of this is
a special effect. It’s Hawke feeling Brown feeling the

ON THE ROCKS

DIRECTED  

BY SOFIA COPPOLA.

OCTOBER 23.  

APPLE TV+.  

R.

THE GOOD 

 LORD BIRD 

SHOWTIME.

Rashida Jones 
and Bill Murray.
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presence of the Holy Spirit and sounding 
like old Nick Nolte trying to get through 
an angry monologue while being fed into 
a wood chipper.

Of course, Brown is also, to quote one 
of the characters, “nuttier than a squirrel 
turd.” That’s not a diagnosis or evidence 
of Brown being wrong on the merits. It’s 
a personal observation that happens to be 
accurate. But to its credit, the seven-part 
Showtime miniseries about Brown and his 
followers never reduces him to a medical 
binary. It treats his unhinging from white 
America’s norms as a break from moral 
abnormality, and it leaves room for the 
possibility that, as more than one account 
has suggested, John Brown simply woke 
up one morning hearing the voice of God 
exhorting him to free the slaves—even if it 
meant killing any man or woman who sup-
ported slavery—perhaps because the entire 
country had been mad for centuries, and 
terrorizing it was the only way to bring it to 
its senses. Brown led a makeshift army into 
a guerrilla war for America’s soul (in this 
telling, the racially mixed group includes 
his own adult sons, numerous freed slaves, 
a Native American, and a Jew), and by the 
time he raided Harpers Ferry in 1859, the 
entire country had figured out that a peace-
ful resolution was impossible. 

Charismatic, terrifying, and weird as he 
is, Brown is a glorified supporting charac-
ter in The Good Lord Bird—and that’s a 
big part of what prevents the series from 
becoming an especially bloody and dour 
version of a white-savior narrative. The 
story is told through the eyes of an edu-
cated teenage slave (Joshua Caleb John-
son), who dresses like a girl at Brown’s
request (for his own protection, suppos-
edly) and is given the nickname Onion.
Onion’s voice-over narration is at once
innocent and knowing. It depicts the pre-
lude to the Civil War, and the physical and
emotional experiences of servitude and
oppression, from a faintly hopeful but
mostly cynical-to-resigned perspective
drawn from generations of evidence that
no matter what craziness white folks get
themselves up to, daily life for Black folks
won’t change too much, so you’d better
take your joy where you can get it.

The effect is a bit like a time machine,
a portal to fuller understanding: not just
what happened but where it led and what
else it helped create. More so than other
fictionalized retellings of Brown’s cru-
sade—including the novels Cloudsplitter
and Raising Holy Hell—The Good Lord
Bird, book and series, seems to speak both
of and for the present and to view the Black
and the white characters as equal partici-
pants in history, even though one group
legally had absolute power over the other.

Faithfully adapted by executive produc-
ers Hawke and poet-novelist Mark Rich-
ard from James McBride’s National Book 
Award–winning 2013 novel, the series 
draws equally on two schools of storytell-
ing: the raunchy, nasty, picaresque comic 
epic and the meandering, pot-scented 
Western. The show’s screenwriters and 
directors (including Albert Hughes, Dar-
nell Martin, and Kevin Hooks) paint a sav-
age, often corrosively funny portrait of the 
battle between pro- and anti-slavery forces 
in so-called Bleeding Kansas in the years 
before the Civil War, with everyone who 
hasn’t picked a side and taken up arms 
getting torn up by history’s thresher.

Onion meets Brown in the opening 
scene of the series, a violent confrontation 
between Brown and a slaver (David Morse) 
that ends with Onion being orphaned and 
folded into the abolitionist’s traveling mili-
tia. Brown presents himself to Onion as a 

Angry Man (as per the title of a 1932 novel 
about Brown by Leonard Ehrlich). But 
while The Good Lord Bird teases the possi-
bility that God is indeed on his side, or ani-
mating his rage, it has a Coen-esque sense 
of when to stop giving out clues and err on 
the side of mystery. There are moments in 
early episodes when Brown is saved from 
death not by any innate skill but because 
his foes are not as smart as they think or 
have missed a crucial piece of informa-
tion that might have prevented them 
from dying stupidly. “God’s Lucky Man” 
might have been just as apt a description, 
though the end of Brown’s life cuts against 
that adjective. He’s certainly more blessed 
than Black abolitionists would be under 
similar (armed) circumstances. When 
Lieutenant Colonel J.E.B. Stuart (Wyatt 
Russell), a future Civil War legend, comes 
to him alone to warn him to leave Kansas 
or be killed, it’s hard to imagine John’s idol, 

Ethan Hawke and Joshua Caleb Johnson.
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mentor and father figure, but that’s like 
finding out Captain Ahab wants to adopt 
you. Traumatized and cowed as he is, 
Onion finds Brown amusing and pathetic 
as often as he finds him horrifying and 
thrilling. By the second episode—which 
lets us spend time with Onion on his own 
as he takes a job in a brothel and secretly 
teaches the Black madam how to read—
Onion starts to mature quickly, developing 
a bleaker outlook and a survival sense that 
flirts with nihilism.

Brown’s followers and sons aren’t gung 
ho about him all the time either. As Onion 
informs us, Brown’s acolytes come and 
go, their ranks changing out almost every 
few months, because they get tired of the 
bloodshed, start feeling homesick, or fig-
ure they’d better cut out at some point, 
otherwise Brown will get them killed. Also, 
Brown’s speeches go on for hours. 

Brown was sometimes known as God’s 

the Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass 
(played by Daveed Diggs in full-throated 
preacher mode), being treated with simi-
lar care and understanding if he had worn 
revolvers on his hips. The series isn’t just 
aware of the irony; it stages its scenes in 
a way that leads us to connect what hap-
pened back then with what’s happening on 
American streets right now.

The soundtrack, which includes a num-
ber of 20th- and 21st-century recordings of 
blues, gospel, rhythm-and-blues, and soul 
songs, helps a great deal in establishing a 
historical through line. To some degree, all 
of the represented genres are rooted in the 
lived experience of inequality and the diffi-
culty (and necessity) of trying to either rise 
above that or momentarily escape it through 
sin as well as salvation. When music and 
imagery join forces, The Good Lord Bird 
speaks to the present as well as the past. 
This is a historical epic of real vision.  ■
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A D V E RT I S E R  C O N T E N T  F R O M  S TA R B U C K S

t’s officially the best season of the year

(objectively).With fall in full swing,there’s

no shortage of colorful leaves, crisp

apples, and pumpkin spice everything.

But not everyone celebrates fall in the

same way. For pie artist Lauren Ko, fall on the

West Coast is all about embracing seasonal

produce and flavors. “It’s a cozy season of

gathering,” she says.

In this recipe, Lauren uses Starbucks® Pumpkin

Spice flavored coffee to create a brand new

taste sensation.As with many of the pies

Lauren makes, it’s a twist on a classic.She

explains, “I’ve combined pumpkin pie, a

dessert closely associated with fall, and flan,

one of my favorite family traditions, to create

a new dessert that feels uniquely me in both

fl avor and design.” The result? A delicious, one-

of-a-kind seasonal pie that’s almost too pretty

to eat. Make it for yourself and follow Lauren

Ko @lokokitchen for more picturesque pies.

Ingredients

Pumpkin Spice Pie Dough

• 2 1∕2 cups (350 grams) all-purpose flour

• 2 tablespoons granulated sugar

• 1 tablespoon Pumpkin Spice Coffee grounds

• 1 teaspoon kosher salt

• 2 sticks (227 grams) cold unsalted butter, cut into 1∕2-inch

cubes

• 6-8 tablespoons (88-118 milliliters) brewed Starbucks

Pumpkin Spice Flavored Coffee, cold

Pumpkin Spice Pie Filling

• 1/2 cup (113 grams) pumpkin puree

• 1/3 cup (113 grams) condensed milk

• 1 egg yolk

• 1/4 teaspoon ground cinnamon

• 1/4 teaspoon ground ginger

• 1/4 teaspoon ground nutmeg

• 1/4 teaspoon kosher salt

Flan Filling

• 2 large eggs

• 1∕2 cup (170 grams) condensed milk

• 1∕2 cup (118 milliliters) milk

• 1∕4 cup (59 milliliters) brewed Starbucks Pumpkin Spice

Flavored Coffee, cold

Is it even fall if you didn’t make this coff ee-fl avored dessert from Lauren Ko? 

How to Make Pumpkin Spice Pie

I
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Directions

The Dough

1. Combine flour, sugar, coff ee grounds, and salt in a food 

processor. Pulse several times to incorporate. Sprinkle butter 

cubes evenly over the dry mixture and pulse quickly 20 to 25 

times.

2. Turn the mixture out into a large mixing bowl. Sift through for 

unprocessed butter cubes and fl atten any pieces larger than 

a walnut.

3. Add 6 tablespoons of the cold brewed coff ee, and fl uff  the 

moisture through the fl our with a spatula. Continue adding 

coffee 1 tablespoon at a time, pressing the dough with a 

spatula after each addition until it begins to come together. 

Avoid heavy kneading.

4. When dough begins to hold together, fl ip out onto your work 

surface and gently form into a mound. Divide the dough in 

half, and wrap each portion tightly in plastic. Gently press the 

wrapped dough portions into a round, fl at disk. Refrigerate for 

at least 3 hours or overnight before rolling.

The Crust

1. On a fl oured surface, roll 1 disk of dough into a 14-inch circle. 

Roll the dough onto your rolling pie and unfurl it over a 9-inch 

pie pan. Taking the edges of the dough, ease the dough in, 

nestling it into the inner elbows of the pie pan. Trim the excess 

dough to create a 1-inch overhang. Fold the overhang under, 

creating an elevated edge. Crimp the dough all the way 

around the pie edge.  

2. Freeze pie shell until solid, about 20 minutes.   

3. Preheat oven to 350°F.

4. Line frozen pie shell tightly with foil. Fill to the top with pie 

weights and place on a rimmed baking sheet. Bake for 25 

to 30 minutes, until the foil no longer sticks to the dough. 

Remove foil and pie weights and bake for another 10 minutes.

5. While baking, roll the second disk of dough into a 12-inch circle 

and place on a sheet of parchment paper.

6. Use a paring knife and a cardboard stencil to trace pumpkin 

shapes in the dough. For a geometric look, cut each pumpkin 

pie into an assortment of triangles and polygons.  

7. Transfer the dough pieces to a separate sheet of parchment 

paper, leaving space between the pieces. Slide the parchment 

onto a baking sheet and bake for 20-25 minutes, or until 

golden.

8. While the pumpkin pieces bake, assemble the fi llings.

The Filling

1. Combine all ingredients for the pumpkin spice pie fi lling in a 

bowl, and whisk until well-mixed. In a separate bowl, combine 

all the ingredients for the fl an fi lling and whisk until well-

mixed. 

2. Pour the pumpkin spice pie fi lling into the blind-baked pie 

shell, and smooth the surface. Gently ladle in fl an fi lling, 

making sure not to disturb the pumpkin fi lling. Place the fi lled 

pie on a rimmed baking sheet, and bake for 40-50 minutes 

until the fl an fi lling is just barely set. The center should retain 

a slight wobble.

3. Arrange the baked pumpkin pie pieces on the surface of the 

pie, and allow the entire pie to cool completely before slicing 

and serving

A D V E RT I S E R  C O N T E N T  F R O M  S TA R B U C K S

Find more fall-fl avored recipes at Eater.com/ad/hub/Starbucks

Lauren Ko, Pie Designer
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THEATER

1. See What the
Constitution Means
to Me
Amend this.

Prime Video,
October 16.

When a young Heidi Schreck needed cash for col-
lege, her mother–slash–debate coach came up
with a brilliant scheme: Win prize money at the
American Legion’s essay contests for teens. Heidi’s
speech killed in competition. In her Pulitzer-
nominated, crowd-galvanizing Broadway perfor-
mance (captured by director Marielle Heller in its
final week), the adult Schreck reimagines the
speech, trying to stay true to her 15-year-old self,
whose key interests were witches and Patrick
Swayze. As she rewrites her speech, she uncovers
the pain and abuse the Constitution’s sexism has
wrought on her, her family, and others who have
slipped between its calligraphed cracks—and
demands it do better. helen shaw

MOVIES

2. See Save
Yourselves!
A charming apocalypse flick.

In select theaters and VOD.

A nebbishy Brooklyn couple (Sunita Mani and
John Reynolds) briefly take a break in the coun-
try—just in time for Earth to be invaded by aliens.
Of course, because this is a low-budget comedy,
the ETs are seemingly harmless balls of fur—
though they prove deadly. Your enjoyment may
depend on how annoying you find the central
characters, but the film’s relative restraint keeps
things grounded. bilge ebiri

POP MUSIC

3. Listen to
Song Machine
An audiovisual project.

Gorillaz Productions/Parlophone/Warner,
October 23.

Gorillaz caps its “Song Machine” series of singles
and music videos with an album of collaborations
with rock legends Elton John, Beck, Robert Smith,
and Peter Hook and stars like Schoolboy Q, Kano,
and 6lack. Group mastermind Damon Albarn’s
sharp songwriting and versatile production make
Song Machine, Season One: Strange Timez an
intriguing listen. craig jenkins

ART

4. See Theaster Gates
“Black Vessel” is his first solo exhibition here.

Gagosian, 555 West 24th Street,
through December 19.

In a perfect fit for our fitful times, Theaster Gates
stages the massive temple on West 24th as a place
for worship, delectation, song, and transcendence.
His construction materials are bricks, passion,
love, and an activism that involves performances
by the Black Monks. The sun will shine here
through our collective pouring rain. Viewers will
skip over inner oceans. jerry saltz

CLASSICAL MUSIC

5. Hear Calidore
Quartet
String quartets, a pandemic-friendly genre.

chambermusicsociety.org, October 15.

Even with halls sealed and musicians idled, the
Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center soldiers
on, streaming live string quartets. The Calidore P
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Quartet performs Dvorak’s “American” quartet,
Wynton Marsalis’s equally American At the Octo-
roon Balls, and Schubert’s decidedly non-
American Quartettsatz. justin davidson

TV

6. Watch Social Distance
Pandemic TV.

Netflix, October 15.

This anthology series, filmed entirely in quaran-
tine, focuses each time on a different set of char-
acters dealing with COVID-19. The cast includes
Danielle Brooks, Mike Colter, and real-life spouses
Dylan and Becky Ann Baker as a married couple
not seeing eye to eye. jen chaney

DANCE

7. See New York  
City Ballet
Stay on your toes.

nycballet.com, through October 31.

The New York City Ballet’s fall digital season
includes excerpts from Justin Peck’s Rodeo: Four
Dance Episodes and sections of Alexei Ratman-
sky’s Pictures at an Exhibition and Russian Sea-
sons; on October 24, the company will broadcast
a “matinee,” a free, family-oriented bill of Jerome
Robbins’s Fanfare and several of George Bal-
anchine’s more whimsical pieces, like the pas de
donkey from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Each
program is available online for a week. h.s.

BOOKS

8. Read Memorial
About Houston couple Mike and Benson.

Riverhead Books, October 27.

Author Bryan Washington has called it “a gay
slacker dramedy,” but the novel is far more than
a riff on Reality Bites.

MOVIES

9. See The Trial of  
the Chicago 7
There are a lot of speeches.

In select theaters; Netflix, October 16.

Sometimes Aaron Sorkin finds a context in which
his most reliable and, often, most annoying tics
just work. This movie is one of those occasions—a
courtroom drama about the trial of prominent
protesters at the 1968 Democratic National Con-
vention that has a terrific, sprawling ensemble cast
and all the grandstanding and speechifying any-
one could ever want. alison willmore

POP MUSIC

10. Listen to  
Fake It Flowers
“I’ll make a cup of coffee for your head.”

Dirty Hit, October 16.

Months after a sample of her single “Coffee” went
viral, British Filipino singer-songwriter Beaba-
doobee debuts an album of candy-sweet indie-
rock jams with a sprinkling of lush, orchestral folk
songs. At 20, the performer is a sharp tunesmith,
joining peers like Mitski, Soccer Mommy, and Jay
Som in breathing new life into the breezy brand of
alt-rock that dominated ’90s radio. c.j.

THE 60-SECOND BOOK EXCERPT

Billion Dollar Loser
By New York feature writer

Reeves Wiedeman

jared kushner didn’t trust Adam
Neumann when they first met, as aspiring
New York real-estate moguls in the early
2010s. But they eventually connected as
self-identified disruptors in an indus-
try averse to newcomers, and WeWork
leased space in several Kushner-owned
buildings. Neumann and Kushner settled
one negotiation with an arm-wrestling
match in Neumann’s office while several
WeWork employees looked on. “I used
to arm wrestle all the time in the Navy,”
Neumann told Kushner. When Neu-
mann won, Kushner complained that
Neumann’s elbow had come off the table;
they clasped their opposite hands for a
rematch, but Neumann won again.

(Little, Brown & Co., October 20)

TV

11. Watch Grand Army
Adapted from 2013’s Slut: The Play.

Netflix, October 16.

This honest look at life in a Brooklyn public high 
school comes from playwright Katie Cappiello, 
who was inspired by her teaching experiences. 
With a cast that includes some of her students, the 
first episode, in which a nearby bombing causes a 
school lockdown, is an immediate grabber. j.c.

CLASSICAL MUSIC

12. Hear To America
Inspired by James Weldon Johnson’s poetry.

The Green-Wood Cemetery, October 22 to 24.

The essential ingredients for a live musical experi-
ence have changed a bit: in this case, a mask, a
flashlight, a shot of whiskey, and a taste for tromp-
ing around cemeteries after dark. Performers are
spaced out along a two-and-a-half-mile journey,
building a collective ode to—or possibly an elegy
for—the nation at a fragile time. Concerts sell out
quickly, but subscribers to the Death of Classical
newsletter get early warning when more tickets
become available. j.d.

TV

13. Watch Superstore
America Ferrera returns for her farewell.

NBC, October 29.

One of the few network comedies positioned to
tell interesting, sharp COVID stories returns for
its sixth season. kathryn vanarendonk

MOVIES

14. See Evil Eye
Horror steeped in Indian mythology.

Prime Video.

What if you thought that your daughter’s boyfriend
was the reincarnation of a man who tried to kill
you decades ago? Indian superstition is the narra-
tive juice of this film, but like many of Blumhouse’s

AND
ANOTHER
ONE.
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productions (Get Out, The Purge), horror is only a 
vehicle to explore more urgent themes, in this case 
generational trauma and gender bias. And if you’re 
unacquainted with South Asian horror, I’ll give 
you a fair warning: Don’t watch it alone. 
 sangeeta singh-kurtz

BOOKS

15. Read Where the  
Wild Ladies Are
Spirits and specters.

Soft Skull Press, October 20.

In Aoko Matsuda’s daring retellings of Japanese 
folktales, feminine apparitions find agency in 
death, transforming mortals and yokai alike.

CLASSICAL MUSIC

16. Hear Jeremy Denk
Music by a defiantly current composer.

caramoor.org, October 25.

At 82, Frederic Rzewski is the model of the politi-
cally engaged composer. Denk performs his 
Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues, a 1980 piece that 
evolves from a lively rumble into a protest, along 
with other jaunty/angry music by Thomas “Blind 
Tom” Wiggins, Scott Joplin, Tania Leon … and 
Beethoven. j.d.

THEATER

17. See State vs.  
Natasha Banina
Call it jury duty.

bacnyc.org, October 12 and 14.

The Arlekin Players Theatre’s production returns 
for only a handful of live Zoom shows, thanks to 
the Baryshnikov Arts Center and the Cherry 
Orchard Festival. In State vs. Natasha Banina, the 
audience plays the jury, evaluating the confession 
of a violent and bewildered Russian teenager, 
whose life in a Darwinian orphanage is copied 
from actual accounts. The production is worth 
watching for Darya Denisova’s astounding perfor-
mance alone. h.s.

BOOKS

18. Read Greenlights
All right, all right, all right.

Random House, October 20.

The autobiography of Matthew McConaughey, 
now 50, is at once a time capsule of aughts Hol-
lywood and a philosophical reflection on how to 
live life as well as possible (something he calls 
“catching greenlights”). While the book has its 
bombshells and juicy tidbits, it isn’t your typical 
celebrity memoir; the writing is good—poetic at 
times—and it reads more like a journal he opened 
a vein or two to write. s.s.k.

TV

19. Watch  
Supermarket Sweep
Paging Leslie Jones stans.

ABC, October 18.

The bygone game show in which contestants ran-
sack grocery aisles for big money gets a revamp 
with host Leslie Jones. While the Sweepers won’t 
be wearing masks, the show was filmed under 
virus protocols, according to the producers. j.c.

nymag.com/subscribe

Highbrow.

Lowbrow.

Despicable.

Brilliant.
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advertising@voxmedia.com

SOLUTION TO LAST ISSUE’S PUZZLE

World’s Finest Eye Cream
a “selections” product in Oprah magazine

Airbrush Eye Cream reduces
puffiness right away, especially when 

cold. Promotes new collagen which 
reduces fine lines and wrinkles. 

Reduces dark circles, is soothing, 
hydrating and promotes a youthful 

healthy glow!

Hypo-allergenic and natural containing 
emu oil serum, green tea extract, aloe vera, 
collagen and elastin.

Use am & pm for best results and the jar will 
last about 3 months!

Reg $68
Now only $54.40

Use 20% discount code: APPLE54 at
www.dremu.com

or call 800-542-0026 and get free shipping.
Open 7 Days

La Mer Eye Balm @ $200
Shiseido Solution LX @ $130

La Prairie Swiss @ $240

Compare to:

AIRBRUSH
Eye Refining Treatment

POP MUSIC

20. Listen to Love Is  
the King
Jeff Tweedy’s comfort food.

dBpm, October 23.

Ten days after Wilco’s Jeff Tweedy releases How to 
Write One Song (Dutton, October 13), his new 
solo set arrives. The album’s quiet, homespun 
country-rock is an act of making the most of a bad 
situation and a soundtrack for others trying to do 
the same.  c.j.

CLASSICAL MUSIC

21. Hear Dallas 
 Symphony Orchestra
Pastoral songs.

mydso.com, 
streaming October 16.

Fabio Luisi, Dallas Symphony Orchestra’s musical 
director, conducts the pocket version of Mahler’s 
Das Lied von der Erde, with mezzo-soprano 
Tamara Mumford and tenor Stuart Skelton. j.d.

MOVIES

22. See The Antenna
Deeply creepy.

VOD, October 20.

Turkish director Orçun Behram’s gripping 
 horror–political allegory unfolds in a desolate 
complex where a newly installed centralized TV 
system broadcasts bulletins from an unnamed 
government into each apartment. Meanwhile, a 
black goo drips into residents’ lives and minds, 
targeting their sense of identity and desires. b.e.

TV

23. Watch The Queen’s 
Gambit
With the star of Emma.

Netflix, October 23.

Anya Taylor-Joy stars as a chess whiz coming of 
age in the ’50s—the rare girl playing the game 
competitively in a sea of boys and men.  j.c.

CLASSICAL MUSIC

24. Listen to Mass for 
the Endangered
Praying for nature.

Nonesuch/New Amsterdam.

A contemporary sensibility pierces an antique 
haze in Sarah Kirkland Snider’s elaboration of the 
liturgical text, with a libretto by Nathaniel Bel-
lows. There’s a mournful intensity to the music, 
performed by vocal ensemble Gallicantus. j.d.

BOOKS

25. Read The Dead  
Are Arising
Honoring Malcolm X.

Norton, October 20.

Les Payne’s 30-year effort was completed by his 
daughter, Tamara Payne, after he died in 2018, 
and the resulting biography adds new dimensions 
to the civil-rights icon’s journey “from street crimi-
nal to devoted moralist and revolutionary.”
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A D V E RT I S E M E N T

ost city-dwellers know a little

something about tiny home living.

But to the innovators of the Tiny

Home movement,your one-bedroom

with a galley kitchen feels downright

palatial. Across the world, people are choosing

smaller spaces — to simplify their lives, reduce their

carbon footprint, or take the road less traveled.

Along the way,they’re proving that tiny homes can

be the ultimate solution for sustainable, affordable

living.

That’s why, inspired by our shared commitment to

sustainability, inclusivity, and innovation, IKEA and

Vox Creative teamed up to completely reimagine

home design.The challenge? Create a space that’s

stylish, sustainable, and affordable — and that fits in

a space smaller than a one-car garage.

Spoiler alert:We did it! Read on for how we brought

the IKEA Tiny Home to life, and how its low-impact

living solutions can inspire you.

How we did it:
“At IKEA,we believe sustainable living is good for

our planet and good for our people, so it should

be accessible for everyone.” — Abbey Stark,Senior

Interior Design Leader at IKEA US.

Leading with the values of sustainability and

affordability,we started with a flatbed trailer: a low-

cost foundation that can attach to a bio-diesel truck 

when it’s on the road.Then,the IKEA design team

drew up blueprints with separate areas for sleeping,

living, cooking and dining, and of course, a full bath.

All within a footprint just 24 feet long, 7 feet wide.

P H O T O G R A P H Y B Y J O S I A H & S T E P H P H O T O G R A P H Y

Meet the IKEA Tiny Home — stylish, small, and bursting with eco-friendly solutions.

What a 187-Square-Foot Home 
Taught Us About Sustainability

LIVING
WITH LESS

M
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Then came the plumbing system, which can be 

hooked to a pressurized water tank to provide running 

water, even when the home is completely off -grid. 

The roof was outfi tted with solar panels to power 

the home’s appliances, exhaust system, and energy-

saving LED lighting. Outfi tting the kitchen and bath 

with IKEA faucets and showers was an easy choice, 

since all their fi xtures are designed to save energy and 

water.

“Good interior design must have sustainability top 

of mind. That means sourcing renewable, reusable, 

and recycled materials wherever possible,” Stark says. 

The design team used eco-friendly materials in as 

many ways as possible, from walls made of ethically 

grown pine, to modern cabinetry from the IKEA 

KUNGSBACKA Kitchen series, made from recycled PET 

bottles.

To keep the small space organized, multipurpose IKEA 

furnishings were a must. The NORDEN Dining table 

and MALM Storage bed each feature discreet storage 

to keep the home functional and streamlined.

Bringing it home:
We believe small choices we make at home can have 

a big impact on the world.And no matter where 

you live, IKEA off ers ways to reduce your impact 

and streamline your life, at any budget. “We want 

to make sustainable, stylish, aff ordable products 

accessible to everyone,” says Stark. “It creates a 

better everyday life.” 

So, how much style, storage, and sustainability can 

you fi t inside 187 square feet? You’ll be surprised. 

A D V E RT I S E M E N T

Head to IKEATinyHome.curbed.com to take a Tiny Home virtual tour, read tips and tricks from real tiny

home residents, fi nd your Sustainability IQ, and shop eco-friendly solutions for your home.

TinyIKEA Home
Project

¨
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is the film director Mira Nair.) He moved to
Astoria two years ago, although he says that
as a Muslim immigrant with family in the
neighborhood, he feels “this place has been
home much longer than that.” He worked
as a foreclosure-prevention counselor and
put his opposition to the real-estate devel-
opers at the forefront of his campaign,
promising not to accept money from the
industry and pledging to fight its “perni-
cious influence” in politics. “We need to rec-
ognize reality for what it is,” Mamdani said.
“Which is that there was a crisis that existed
before this pandemic hit.”

Mamdani’s victory was part of a wave of
DSA upsets that began with Alexandria
Ocasio-CortezandhassinceshakenupNew
York’s political firmament. “The business
community and the Establishment political
class will not say it publicly, but privately
they talk like the world’s gone crazy,” said
Vishaan Chakrabarti, an architect and for-
mercity-planningofficial.Likemanyothers,
Chakrabarti suggested that the ideological
attacks from the left on economic develop-
ment were naïve—and even dangerous—in
thecontextofadeeprecession. “Idon’t think
it’s centrism; it’s just understanding how
things work,” he said. “It’s maturity.”

Mamdani told me he is well aware of how
bad things are. “That food-pantry line is not
getting smaller; it’s getting larger,” he said.
He believes, however, that the pandemic
offers an opportunity to imagine another
city. “What’s so exciting about the potential
of this moment is that it allows us to create
a new world,” Mamdani said. “There are so
many of these think pieces about how ‘New
York is dead.’ And there are aspects of New
York that must die.” One of them, he said, is
the notion that city government should
exist to serve business interests under the
pretext of creating economic growth. “That
idea,” he added, “of socialism for the
wealthy, rugged capitalism for the many, is
something that must die.”

We walked down a street blocked off for
outdoor socialization, passing a pair of
women doing Pilates. “Astoria is very much
alive,” Mamdani said. We stopped at a
bodega, where he got a coffee and an egg-
and-cheese, and continued our conversa-
tion on the street, standing in one of those

cute wooden sukkah-like structures that 
have been constructed for outdoor dining. 
“This is something that came about because 
of the pandemic, and we need to keep it,” 
Mamdani said, reflecting on the open-air 
summer as well as emergency-aid measures 
like free bus transit. “The things that we 
like, that remain after the pandemic, will be 
the things that we fight for. If we just sit 
back, it will be capital that determines the 
future of the city.”

Hearing this kind of talk, Capital, it’s fair 
to say, is freaking out. “I agree that the 
wind is at their backs in terms of them 
becoming more politically powerful,” Glen 
told me. “But what I’m struggling with is, 
What will they do when they get there? It’s 
not a game. People’s lives are at stake.” 
Spitzer wryly recalled a time, an era ago, 
when he was an attorney general crusad-
ing against corruption on Wall Street. 
“Everybody thought I was the bane of capi-
talism,” he said. “I said, You don’t get it. I’m 
here to protect capitalism.” Now, as a devel-
oper, he’s the left’s enemy.

“Growth is to economics what the law of 
evolutionis to science,” Spitzer said. “Growth 
and progress are what lift those at the bot-
tom.” Politicians and activists like Mamdani 
ask what tangible benefit the people lining 
up on Steinway Street have seen from the 
government’s estimated $6 billion in subsi-
dies for Hudson Yards. “It’s high time that 
real-estate developers feel unappreciated, 
because they’ve been appreciated for too 
long,” Mamdani said. The DSA’s victories 
this year, he added, are only a prelude to the 
coming battle in 2021: “I think that’s what 
they’re terrified of. Finally, they’re meeting 
an equal and opposite force.”

Not long after my walk with Mamdani, 
that force came down hard on the develop-
ers of Industry City, who announced they 
were scrapping their expansion plan after 
opposition from the DSA and neighbor-
hood groups prompted elected officials to 
come out against the proposal. The project’s 
backers were infuriated. “The new genera-
tion of progressive electeds don’t have a 
sense of how dire this is,” said Rosen. “There 
is no superman waiting in the wings. And 
while demands for equity are totally fair 
and in many ways long overdue, the com-
placency about revenue is frankly terrifying, 
as someone who considers myself a big-
government purist.”

A few days after the defeat, I called up 
the leader of the community group 
uprose, Elizabeth Yeampierre, an attor-
ney and activist in the climate-justice 
movement. She had argued that water-
front development should be restricted to 
promote environmental resiliency and 
“green industrial” uses, rather than office 
space and what she calls a “Chelsea/Wil-

liamsburg vision” of retail. “We’ve been 
hearing, ‘How can these people turn away 
from these jobs in the middle of covid?’ ” 
Yeampierre told me. “Well, are you in your 
office right now or are you at home?” I was 
at home. “People are not going back to 
their offices,” she predicted.

Actually, when I’d visited Industry City a 
few weeks before the plan fell apart, Andrew 
Kimball, the former city official who is run-
ning the project for its private developers, 
told me that it was coming back to life, rela-
tively speaking. Because many of its tenants 
were in light manufacturing and other 
hands-on businesses, about half of the 
roughly 8,000 workers had returned. He 
was even doing some leasing. Whole Foods 
had taken a 25,000-square-foot space for its 
first online-only store, where paid shoppers 
pick out groceries for deliveries.

“How could we not support this at a 
moment when we are looking at 25 percent 
unemployment?” Kimball asked. We met 
up outside the renovated part of the ware-
house complex. The scene inside was, in 
fact, a little Williamsburg-y. Kimball 
showed me a candy store where masked 
workers were making chocolates on a con-
veyor belt, a high-end tattoo parlor, a shop 
selling raw honey, a whiskey distillery, and 
a darkened co-working space. “The covid 
tour is not as exciting,” he said apologeti-
cally. Around 90 percent of Industry City’s 
tenants are small businesses, employing 
fewer than ten people, and many were 
barely surviving on emergency federal 
loans, which were running out. 

We went upstairs into the airy, open-plan 
office of an engineering firm. It was filled 
with models and diagrams of jobs in prog-
ress before the lockdown. A sad cactus sat 
drooping on a long galley-style desk. Work-
ers had left their pens and papers neatly 
arranged. Someone’s backpack was leaning 
against a desk chair. Taped over each com-
puter monitor was a sheet of paper reading 
workstation closed.

Looking out a window toward the harbor, 
Kimball pointed out the sights: the new 
space for Steiner Studios, the Brooklyn Nets 
practice facility, the sites that would have 
become office buildings if the city had 
approved his plan. Of course, it was hard to 
say when there would be demand for that 
office space. Kimball directed my attention 
to a huge parking lot, where a bunch of 
white tractor-trailers were parked. “That’s 
the South Brooklyn Marine Terminal,” he 
said, which is slated to be redeveloped as 
part of a state-financed offshore wind-
power project. For now, though, it’s being 
used as the city’s temporary morgue. Lately, 
Kimball said, there had been less activity 
around the morgue. But the trailers are still 
waiting there, ready for the fall.                                  ■
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would have to be total insanity.
It would mean if they don’t come to an 

agreement now—I spoke to Speaker 
Pelosi yesterday, Secretary Mnuchin. It 
means that deal never comes together.  
It means Joe Biden doesn’t win. Because 
if Joe Biden wins, he’ll provide aid. It 
means the Senate doesn’t go Democratic. 
Because if it goes Democratic, Senator 
Schumer will certainly provide the aid. 
The only way that happens is all of the 
above would have to collapse. President 
Trump wins reelection, and the Republi-
can Senate wins reelection. If that hap-
pens, I’m sure they would maintain this 
position of “We’re not going to help Demo-
cratic states,” which is all that they’re say-
ing. It’s just political. But I don’t believe 
that is a realistic probability.

Every day, I hear New Yorkers talking 
about the city going back to the ’70s. 
Where do you think we’re heading? 

I think we’re going to be better for it. 
We’ll mourn the loss and grieve those lost, 
like we do 9/11. But we’ll be stronger and 
better for it.

I do believe this has been the most chal-
lenging time for government, because gov-
ernment was more relevant. The conse-
quences were higher, and government had 
a greater responsibility—not just to com-
municate and connect with people, and not 
just to develop trust, which was so neces-
sary, but it then had to perform. It had to 
do the tests. It had to do the PPE. It had to 
find hospital capacity. And it did. In every 
projection, including the IHME model, 
which is what the White House used, 110 to 
140,000 New Yorkers would need hospital 
beds. And we flattened that curve. That is 
inarguable, and that is a remarkable 
achievement that saved lives. And I have 
been in government for a long time. There’s 
very few circumstances where government 
action will either save lives or cost lives and 
the connection will be demonstrable. That 
was the situation here. And it still is.

It’s also kind of amazing to think how 
sort of personal that experience was for 
you. I mean, obviously, you have a team; 
youhaveahuge number of people working 
with you. But to a certain extent, also 
becauseofthe conditions of the pandemic, 
you were relatively isolated during this 

time. And during that time, you became 
one of the most trusted figures in Ameri-
can politics as the whole country faced 
down this nightmare, but you were also 
dealing with and presiding over this 
incredibly grim crisis on the ground. You 
had it on all sides. 

It was incredible. But I’ll tell you what 
was most incredible in retrospect. I don’t 
even have the words for it. There weren’t 
two sides. It was one side. Every conversa-
tion was the same. People saying there’s no 
way government can put the policies in 
place enough that we flatten the curve. And 
there’s no way that people would follow 
them, even if you put them in place. It’s just 
too dramatic, especially in New York, 
where people are very strong-willed and 
we’re very diverse. Plus, nobody trusts gov-
ernment anymore. And I was a popular 
governor, but you’re going to a level of con-
nectivity and trust that people just don’t 
have with government anymore. I mean, 
you have to go back to—when was govern-
ment that intense, World War II?

Well, definitely before Reagan.
To establish the connection that was nec-

essary, I didn’t communicate as an elected 
official. I didn’t separate the conversations 
I was having with my family and the con-
versations I was having at the briefings. 
They were the same conversation. I was 
doing the briefings every morning for two 
hours. I wasn’t sleeping. There was no offi-
cial hat and unofficial hat. I did not speak as 
a politician, as a governor. I didn’t even have 
any of those filters. When I didn’t know the 
facts, I told you that. When I was worried, 
I told you that. When I saw a glimmer of 
light, I told you that. When I was sick to my 
stomach worried about my brother, I told 
you that. When I was frightened for my 
mother, I told you that. When I had to quar-
antine my daughter, I told you that.

The boyfriend. 17

Now, in normal politics they would say, 
“Oh, you can’t talk. You can’t show fear. 
They’ll use that against you. The press will 
mock you. You can’t tell those jokes. They’re 
not funny. The press will mock you.” But for 
me, it was all or nothing anyway. They had 
to believe me. They had to trust me. They 
had to trust the information, and I had a 
very short period of time to do it. The brief-
ings, all I had were the numbers. There 
were no remarks prepared. There was no 
discussion beforehand. It was all just genu-
ine daily conversation. And if they were
going to mock my sense of humor or mock
me for being weak because I expressed fear,
so be it. But if I didn’t connect, then people
wouldn’t follow the policies and then the
curve wouldn’t be flattened and then we’d
have tens of thousands more people dead.
So that’s what I did.  ■

have better windows that provide better
energy efficiency, and the house is better for
it. I believe that’s true for the City of New
York. We have a lot of these issues that had
to be dealt with anyway.

Look at the subways. If I said to you,
“We’re going to disinfect every subway car.
And we’re going to get the homeless out of
the entire system—every car, every sta-
tion,” you would say “Impossible.” By the
way, I would have said “Impossible.” But
we did that.

To stay on the MTA for a second, as a
case study going forward, what do we
need to do to solve that problem to make
it a public service that endures, providing
the kind of service New Yorkers have
come to expect?

Well, they are now getting the best ser-
vice they ever had. Cleaner trains, more
planned service, more capital repairs—

But, I mean, their budget is in terrible
shape, right?

Well, that’s just money. But all this is
just money. The MTA needs money; the
state needs money. There’s nothing that
we don’t know how to do. It’s a question
of funding.

Do you worry about what will happen if
the state doesn’t get it? You mentioned a
few minutes ago that fear about life in the
city in general being unsafe. Do you worry
about the long-term hole that people
leaving New York could make in our social
fabric here?

Yes. But on my list of worries, I worry
about covid, too. I worry about the next
virus. I worry about climate change. I worry
about the next storm and the next flood. I
worry about social unrest. And then I worry
that there may be total insanity in Washing-
ton and we don’t receive federal aid.16 But it

Andrew 
Cuomo

16. Senate Republicans’
proposals for a second
round of stimulus funding
have so far not included
aid to states.

17. In one April briefing, 
Cuomo riffed on how 
he deals with his
daughters’
boyfriends. “You
always say you like
the boyfriend.”
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crossword

Across

1 Word after soccer or helicopter
5 Home to the Heat

10 Outrage
13 In-box fillers
19 Regionknownforsparklingwine
20 Syrian strongman
21 Texted appreciation
22 Iago stabs him in the back
23 (1999): Bruce Willis has been

dead the whole time … and
teaches karate!

26 Televangelist Joel
27 National dog of Cuba

 28 “When You Are Old” poet
30 Where kings can’t be captured
 31 Server of kosher meals
 32 Shelf by a window
 34 Squad
 36 Make imperfect
 38 (1968): Kim Hunter doesn’t live 

in some far-off galaxy, but here on 
Earth … and she owns a winery!

 46 Guarantee victory
 48 Boston airport
 49 Andrew Wyeth painted her
 50 Genre for Weezer
 51  Verbally disrespect

52 “Phantom of the Opera” foil
53 Words of greeting
54 Party for Sen. Gillibrand
55 (1941): Orson Welles had a sled

called Rosebud … and also
favored prime-the-pump
economics!

58 Tomb raider Croft
59 Braxton and Morrison, for two
60 MC rival
61 Escaped the rain, say
62 Slices of pizza, geometrically
65 Dr. who wrote many books
67 “I know, right?”

 69 Ballet-studio feature
70 Wild pig

 71 Statement of concession
 72 Dismounted
 73 (1995): Keyser Söze doesn’t 

really exist … but he does drink 
a lot of beer!

 80 Drop the ___
 81 Deceitful
 82 Rene of “Outbreak”
 83 Shade
 84 “That’s not good”
 85 Easily tipped watercraft
 86 Co-founder of Rome

87 Put off until later
88 (1973): Charlton Heston 

realizes that humans are 
food … and that we must 
protect the environment!

92 Calendar abbr.
93 Paul who sings “Diana”
94 Amuse greatly
95 With the necessary skills
97 Queen of ___ (biblical figure)

100 All, in Milan
103 Bitterly hostile
107 Novelist Welty
109 (1992): Jaye Davidson’s 

character is actually a man … 
and plays Minecraft all day!

 112 Buzz in outer space
 113 “Where ___ we?”
 114 “Close ___ cigar”
 115 Artist’s inspiration
 116 Applies, as paint or flattery
 117 Engine’s sound
 118 Balm alternative
 119 FBI employees

  Down

 1 Trig or calc, e.g.
 2 Org. involved in workplaces

 3 It was first summited in ’53
 4 Fiber from which rope is made
 5 Cassette-tape brand
 6 Minimal or material ending
 7 Queens stadium
 8 It’s more in Argentina
 9 Chemistry ending
 10 Per se
 11 Seehorn of “Better Call Saul”
 12 Depart
 13 Green start
 14 Juice Beauty purchases
 15 Greek for “breathlessness”
 16 “Now it makes sense”
 17 Fabrications
 18 Kids, sometimes
 24 Out of place 
 25 Stocking stuff
 29 Fashion designer McCartney
 32 Change the subject
 33 2026 Winter Olympics host
 35 Push to misbehave
 36 Catchall category (abbr.)
 37 Dark-purple berry
 39 Musical Morissette
 40 Breakfast areas 
 41 Luther’s 95
 42 Spiral staircase’s shape
 43 Nitpicker
 44 “Essence of ___” (cooking show 

from 1994 to 2007)
 45 Tons and tons of
 47 Aesthete’s question
 52 Landlord’s check
 53 Parts of pairs of jeans
 56 In the ___ (focused)
 57 Pacific island nation
 58 Make milk
 61 Scraping tool
 62 44th First Family
 63 Cat with some orange
 64 Hard to get right
 65 Longtime colleague of 110-Down
 66 No trouble at all
 67 Congresswoman Slotkin
 68 Kisses and hugs
 70 Confuse
 71 Debate topic
 73 Give props to
 74 Suggest with subtlety
 75 Wells Fargo Center, e.g.
 76 Like some mashed potatoes
 77 Joe goes there in the morning
 78 Replaceable joint
 79 Croatian’s neighbor
 81 Hypothetical situation
 86 Museum-worthy item
 87 Make a program better
 89 Herculean dozen
 90 Have great respect for
 91 Planeloads or shiploads
 96 Sheared animal
 97 Close
 98 Dance on the beach, often
 99 Whirling water
 101 Six-corner state
 102 Drive-___ window
 103 Michael Corleone’s father
 104 Stops on the side of the road
 105 Squirrel’s quarters
 106 Very, in Avignon
 108 “King Kong” role
 110 Late great magistrate
 111 Brynner of “The King and I”

Double-Twist Ending
New York Crossword by Matt Gaffney
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Online!
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The solution to last week’s puzzle appears on page 99.
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THE APPROVAL MATRIX  Our deliberately oversimplified guide to who falls where on our taste hierarchies.
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“We need to take 
away children.”

The White House as 
disease vector. This is 

starting to feel biblical …

… Or maybe Roman, 
as our president 
goes full Nero.

Theater fund makes it 
even harder for actors to 

qualify for health 
insurance. Which is fine, 

because who really  
needs that right now?

Texas governor leans 
hard into voter 
suppression, 

abruptly limits ballot-
drop-off locations.

The surpr ingly buzzy 
veep debate.

Federal duck-stamp contest 
now mandates artists 

include hunting imagery.

RIP, shredder.

MoMA PS1’s first 
post-hiatus show 

grapples with mass 
incarceration.

Bernadette Peters 
on an anything- 

but-ordinary “Sunday” 
in Times Square.

160 years after 
marching for abolition, 
the Wide Awakes take to 

the streets again. 

N. K. Jemisin is 
officially a “genius.”

K8 Hardy’s latest is  
an oversize multicolor 

menstrual pad. 

Hold your breath for 
nine minutes and two 

seconds through 
Christopher McElroen’s 

“Static Apnea.”

In Paris, Hermès  
forges ahead in leather 

and poplin.

That’s Nobel laureate 
Louise Glück to you.

Charles Yu’s delicious 
Interior Chinatown nabs 

spot on National Book 
Awards shortlist. 

Rihanna,
take my money.

Mary J. Blige on the
cover of Garage.

That’s it. That’s the
tweet.

Facebook bans
QAnon (though

remains cesspool).

Ina Garten’s latest 
comforting 

cookbook. Store-
bought is fine.

Girls can now officially
become Eagle Scouts because
true gender equality means 
a zillion hours of community 

service and boring awards 
ceremonies for all. 

The Biebers get
freaky in latex.

The hyperspecific bliss that 
is a dude on a skateboard 
drinking cranberry juice 

and vibing to Fleetwood 
Mac’s “Dreams.”

Biscuit Week!

Graffiti-wrecking 
developer’s $6.75 million 

fine. Perhaps its lawyers 
should have tried  

making better pointz. SNL dumps musical 
guest for quarantine 

partying.

Scaffolding collapse
at Manhattan’s second-

most-glorified mall.

Good-bye, 2020
blockbusters.

Good-bye,
movie theaters?

Emily in Paris is even
more grating than

that friend who studied
abroad in France
eight years ago.

Lana Del Rey
wearing a mesh
mask to remind

fans they really are
born to die.

Journalist attacks 
and mask fires in 

Borough Park.

Hush money didn’t 
work out so well for 

Kimberly Guilfoyle … 

… Though “Hush 
Money” would make

a pretty good name for
an eye-shadow 

palette, Jeffree Star.

As if  se
wer  

som  -
punched Rick Moranis.

The snake
rots from the

head at the
New Museum.

Have fun finding  
an outdoor heat lamp 

in this economy. 

Mysterious eels
dumped in Prospect
Park pond turn out to

be an invasive species.

Patti LuPone pans 
Trump’s Evita revival. 

Time for another 
suitcase in another hall, 

my guy.

The plot to kidnap 
Gretchen Whitmer.
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