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 THE U.S.-LED BATTLE AGAINST ISIS 
 IIS KILLING FAR MORE IRAQI 
 CCIVILIANS THAN THE COALITION 
 HHAS ACKNOWLEDGED. 

The Uncounted / By Azmat Khan and Anand Gopal 

THE SURVIVORS ARE LEFT 
TO WONDER WHY THEY WERE 
TARGETED. MOST WILL 
NEVER RECEIVE AN ANSWER.

THIS IS THE STORY OF ONE MAN WHO DID. 
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The Resistance 

Comes to Loudoun 

County

The Uncounted

Among the Stoolies

How an enormous wave of energy from anti-Trump groups 

helped the Democrats dominate Virginia.

An investigation reveals that the U.S.-led battle against ISIS — 

hailed as the most precise air campaign in history — is killing 

far more Iraqi civilians than the coalition has acknowledged. 

Barstool Sports has built a rabid following of ‘‘average’’ sports 

fans: unruly, occasionally toxic and aggressively male. Can they 

— or anyone else — take that audience mainstream?

Three gorgeous cakes for the holidays. 

By Gideon Lewis-Kraus 

By Azmat Khan and Anand Gopal

By Jay Caspian Kang

By Tejal RaoSweet Dreams

November 19, 2017

‘When a cake comes out, there’s a communal surge in appetite 

and spirits. Everyone has room for at least one piece.’
PAGE 58
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Every week the magazine publishes the results 
of a study conducted online in June by The New 
York Times’s research-and-analytics department, 
refl ecting the opinions of 2,903 subscribers who 
chose to participate. This week’s question: If 
someone wrote a book recounting your entire sexual 
history, would the public fi nd it shocking or boring?

Dear Reader: How Freaky Is 
Your Romancing? 

Contributors

Jay Caspian Kang is a writer at large for the 

magazine. He last wrote about a hazing death 

in an Asian-American fraternity. 

Molly Lambert is a freelance writer based in 

Los Angeles and one of the new Talk columnists 

for the magazine.

Gideon Lewis-Kraus is a writer at large for 

the magazine. He last wrote about machine 

learning and artificial intelligence.

Tejal Rao is an Eat columnist for the magazine 

and a reporter at The Times, covering food 

culture and cooking. She last wrote about hosting 

a fondue party.

Photographed by Kathy Ryan at Th e New York Times 
on Oct. 10, 2017, at 4:25 p.m.

Azmat Khan is an investigative journalist and a 

Future of War fellow at New America and Arizona 

State University. For an investigation into the 

civilian death toll of the U.S.-led war against ISIS, 

she teamed up with Anand Gopal, an assistant 

research professor at Arizona State and the author 

of ‘‘No Good Men Among the Living.’’ In the 

first article for the magazine for both of them, their 

reporting took them to more than 100 airstrike 

sites in Iraq, conducting interviews over the course 

of 18 months. ‘‘I met a family so desperate to 

prove that their relatives had died in an airstrike,’’ 

Khan says, ‘‘that they actually sneaked back 

into ISIS territory and dug up their bodies. For so 

many Iraqis, commemoration itself becomes 

an act of justice.’’

‘‘Among the Stoolies,’’
Page 54

Talk,
Page 78

‘‘Sweet Dreams,’’
Page 58

‘‘Th e Resistance Comes to 
Loudoun County,’’
Page 34

‘‘Th e Uncounted,’’
Page 42
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The Thread

Sadly, futuristic ideals must tempo-
rarily take a back seat to reunifying this 
country as a constitutional democracy, 
not allowing an oligarchy to dismember 
the Constitution and years of social and 
environmental progress. Democrats must 
be in rescue- and- rebuild mode, resum-
ing a progressive agenda only when our 
democracy has been restabilized.
Miriam S. Michel, Jackson Heights, Queens

A better deal to create a better party 
that can more aptly appeal to the purple 
district sounds great to me. But in my 
home district (Colorado’s Fourth), people 
don’t care about a better deal. There is no 
deal, only total victory. In my time here, 
I have met very few independents who 
weigh both candidates equally and look 
for the best. They see either red or blue, 
usually red. I wish the Democrats well in 
the future, but from where I’m sitting, it 
doesn’t look good.
Nick D’Ambrosio, Boulder, Colo.

RE: FIRST WORDS

Jane Coaston wrote about the conservative 
movement’s base and its desire for radical 
change.

The voters who ‘‘won’’ are the legacy of 
the Republican Party’s infamous ‘‘Southern 
strategy.’’ Angry and ill informed, infected 
with blind ‘‘patriotism’’ for a Constitution 
they don’t actually understand and very 
often religious or racist or both, this crowd, 
I believe, has always been a solid one-fourth 
of the American electorate. Only George 
Wallace and Donald Trump were shame-
less enough to openly court them; usually it 
was left to local actors (and the likes of Fox 
News) to issue the dog  whistles and code 
words that would summon this ‘‘deplor-
able’’ demographic to the polls. These 

CORRECTION

An article on Nov. 5 about a new transla-
tion of the ‘‘Odyssey’’ misstated part of the 
name of a scholar who translated the Bible 
into English. His name was William Tyndale, 
not William York Tyndale.

Send your thoughts to magazine@nytimes.com.

‘Sadly, futuristic 
ideals must 
temporarily take 
a back seat to 
reunifying this 
country as a 
constitutional 
democracy.’

Readers respond to the 11.5.2017 issue. 

RE: DEMOCRATS

Robert Draper wrote about the Democratic 
Party’s attempts to navigate out of Barack 
Obama’s shadow.

Why can’t they turn the page? Your article 
answered its own question. After a gener-
ation of blatant Clinton dissembling (from 
his ‘‘I did not have sexual relations with 
that woman’’ to her answer to the question 
on whether she had wiped her computers 
clean — ‘‘Like with a cloth or something?’’), 
the voters were driven almost mad with 
thirst for any drop of authenticity and, 
hearing none from Hillary, decided that 
Trump’s blurting whatever was on his 
mind was as close as they would get. This 
fact, ‘‘unacknowledged’’ as you say, even 
after Donna Brazile blew the curtains 
aside, disheartens Democrats still. We will 
not be motivated to focus on the essential 
quality of candor until we acknowledge 
that our last candidate had none of it.
Bruce A. McAllister, West Palm Beach, Fla.

Here we go again: The Democrats over-
thinking, overanalyzing, bickering. The 
leadership focuses inward, worrying about 
rebranding the party. The alt-right instead 
focuses outward on building a constituency. 
It learned long ago that push- button trigger 
phrases that establish real- world positions 
for voters are also so attention- grabbing 
that they are all many voters see and hear. 
The Democrats must also accept that pull-
ing the country away from extremes and 
regaining power means off ering moderate 
candidates who fi t an image the noncoastal 
population can be comfortable with; for the 
president, that means a single, unifying can-
didate, not the recent debacle in which the 
party basically shot itself in the foot. 

THE STORY, 

ON TWITTER

Seriously brilliant 

@NYTmag cover 

this week. Pawed at 

it twice before I 

stopped to read it.  

@theturner  

 

voters have no need, indeed they have no 
patience, for the intellectual gloss provided 
by traditional conservative thinkers.

The problem for the G.O.P. has been 
that as its support among the broader 
population has waned, its primaries have 
become more and more dominated by 
this demographic. Trump, armed with 
a con artist’s willingness to lie openly 
and shamelessly, easily cashed in on the 
ignorance and gullibility of what is now 
the Republican base.
James Demers, Brooklyn, on nytimes.com

When Coaston says, ‘‘And it was the vot-
ers who won,’’ I would point out that per-
haps 40 percent of the voters won. Those 
of us who voted against Trump, or didn’t 
vote at all, have clearly lost. While politics 
and religion have always been topics to 
avoid in polite conversation, politics at 
least used to be something that could be 
discussed with some measure of objectiv-
ity (at least compared with religion, which 
is all subjective). 

But now it seems that politics has 
become the same sort of tribal, instinctual 
concept that makes religious arguments 
so futile. When facts become ‘‘alternative’’ 
and the Fourth Estate is labeled ‘‘fake,’’ 
Americans who still want the ability to 
compromise and govern using logical sci-
ence- and evidence- based arguments are 
the ones who have turned into ‘‘radicals.’’
Mad Max, on nytimes.com
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First Words

Is ‘loyalty’ a virtue? Th e last two years in American politics have revealed our very diff erent 
senses of its purpose and its value. By Sasha Chapin

Many of our loftiest ideals — like love, or honesty — seem relatively 
straightforward until the moment we try to defi ne them and their 
baff ling complexity is revealed. It was in this spirit that the American 
philosopher Josiah Royce attempted, early in the 20th century, to 
pin down the true meaning of loyalty. Royce believed loyalty to be 
the cornerstone of human goodness, the quality that allowed us to 
rise above individual squabbles and gather together with communal 
purpose. It required, in his estimation, ‘‘the willing and practical and 
thoroughgoing devotion of a person to a cause.’’ ¶ This is an interest 
the current president may share: Loyalty and devotion are among his 
most persistent fi xations. In his ghostwritten memoir, ‘‘Trump: The 
Art of the Deal,’’ he valorizes the loyalty of his mentor Roy Cohn and 
complains indignantly about disloyal people — those who ‘‘think only 
about what’s best for them and don’t think twice about stabbing a 
friend in the back if the friend becomes a problem.’’ In his remarkable 
address to the Boy Scouts’ National Jamboree in July, he even singled 
out this quality from among others in the Scout Law — ‘‘thrifty,’’ 

Sympathy Card
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First Words

We tend to 
think of loyalty 
as a virtue, but 
the truth is that 
it can lead to 
any number of 
outcomes.

‘‘brave,’’ ‘‘reverent’’ — for special praise: 
‘‘We could use some more loyalty,’’ he 
said. ‘‘I will tell you that.’’

The cause to which Trump desires such 
devotion, of course, generally seems to 
be the success and popularity of Donald 
Trump. This was clearest during his presi-
dential campaign, when he asked audi-
ences at rallies to raise their right hands 
and solemnly swear that they would vote 
for him. At one rally, in Vermont, people 
were required to profess their support 
before even being allowed inside. ‘‘I’m 
taking care of my people, not people who 
don’t want to vote for me or are undecid-
ed,’’ he said in a statement. ‘‘They are loyal 
to me, and I am loyal to them.’’

When you ask someone to be loyal 
to you personally, as Trump does, what 
you’re concretely requesting is that they 
choose your cause over other, competing 
interests. This is what Jesus was describ-
ing when he said, ‘‘You cannot serve two 
masters’’ — loyalty is revealed only in con-
fl ict, when you have to pick one thing over 
another. Loyal people aren’t just devoted. 
Their allegiances are durable — and as a 
consequence, their options are limited.

But Trump himself prefers to keep his 
options open, and his allegiances can be 
quite malleable. His tendency to wash his 
hands of ties is widely noted, running all 
the way back to the 1980s, when, accord-
ing to a secretary employed by Cohn — the 
mentor whose loyalty Trump so praised 
— Trump responded to Cohn’s learning 
of his own H.I.V. infection by severing 
professional ties.  Trump’s ideology is just 
as famously fl exible. Sixteen years before 
he ran for president as a Republican, he 
nearly ran under the fl ag of Ross Perot’s 
Reform Party, telling Larry King that his 
desired vice-presidential pick was Oprah 
Winfrey. He may vow to end DACA in one 
conversation and to work to salvage it in 
another. There’s no clear pattern to his 
changing sympathies, which means that 
when he demands your loyalty, you cannot 
quite know what it is that you’re signing 
up for. You can’t even count on his disloy-
alty: In August, he cashed in a good deal 
of political capital to extend a pardon to 
Joe Arpaio, the former sheriff  of Maricopa 
County, Ariz. — partly out of what seemed, 
to genuinely surprised observers, like an 
earnest sense of obligation to an ally.

If this is a version of loyalty, it’s loyalty 
of a low order — fragile, transactional and 
much closer to simple fealty. It fails Royce’s 

expectation that real loyalty be based in 
‘‘willingness,’’ rather than in fear. It’s the 
kind that scaff olds autocratic govern-
ments, in which the ruler’s power is always 
dependent on a network of unstable per-
sonal alliances — and all hints of potential 
disloyalty must be fl amboyantly purged.

The core contention of Trump’s cam-
paign, oddly enough, was that he was the 
only loyal candidate in the fi eld — the only 
one powerful, wealthy and independent 
enough to act on behalf of the American 
hoi polloi,  rather than in his own interests 
or those of his donors. ‘‘I didn’t need to do 
this,’’ he told a news conference in Flori-
da, alluding to his already sizable fortune. 
One ad promised to replace the ‘‘corrupt 
establishment’’ who usually held power 
‘‘with a new government controlled by 
you, the American people.’’

There’s an important claim at the heart 
of this kind of populism — that the failings 
of government aren’t a problem of policy, 

but a problem of allegiance. It isn’t that 
politicians are incapable of improving the 
lives of ordinary Americans; it’s that they 
choose not to, because their true inter-
ests lie elsewhere. This is the genius of a 
slogan like ‘‘Make America Great Again,’’ 
with its implication that other politicians 
have a more noncommittal attitude con-
cerning the nation’s potential greatness. 
By signaling, over and over, that his loy-
alties lay somewhere outside the norm, 
Trump could build an ad hoc coalition of 
people who felt ill served by the normal 
political class, for almost any reason at 
all — an eff ect only reinforced by every 
attack on his campaign. When Hillary 
Clinton referred to many of his support-
ers as ‘‘deplorables,’’ she off ered them the 
gift of a name — along with hard evidence 
that Trump was, in fact, their only loyal 
protector, and the only one interested in 
their opinions and grievances.

One of Trump’s inspirations, judging 
by how often he used to tweet passages 

Photo illustration by Derek Brahney



We know, because we know you well.

877-452-7339  |  bnymellonwealth.com  |  @BNYMellonWealth

Source: 2016 Client Satisfaction Survey. BNY Mellon Wealth Management conducts business through various operating subsidiaries of The Bank of New York Mellon Corporation.  

©2017 The Bank of New York Mellon Corporation. All rights reserved.

Your wealth  

may not

last forever.

But it could.

Knowing our clients well gives us the insight to help with their wealth— 

and their lives. From wealth planning to philanthropy, we orchestrate the 

right strategy today to take care of tomorrow—because preserving wealth 

is just as important as creating it. Find out how strong relationships lead to 

95% client satisfaction.



18 11.19.17

Il
lu

s
tr

a
ti

o
n

 b
y
 K

y
le

 H
ilt

o
n

First Words

What we’re 
missing is, 
perhaps, not the 
loyalty itself 
but a communal 
sense of what 
we should 
be loyal to. 

‘Gli animali rimangono 

nello zoo.’ (‘The animals 

remain in the zoo.’) 

Language-learning sentences 

are always slightly funny. They exist 

to teach you linguistically, not 

to communicate anything about the 

actual world. They are sentences 

that are also nonsentences — generic 

by design, without personality or 

ambiguity: human language in merely 

humanoid strings. The subtext is 

always just ‘‘Here is something a 

person might say.’’ It’s like someone 

making a window. What matters 

is that it’s transparent, not what is 

being seen through it.

When James Joyce taught English 

to Italian speakers in Austria in 1905, 

he took the opposite approach, 

torturing his students with elaborate 

sentences like: ‘‘Dubliners are the 

most hopeless, useless and 

inconsistent race of charlatans I have 

ever come across, on the island or 

the Continent’’ and ‘‘Proverbially and 

by nature our peasants walk in their 

sleep, closely resembling fakirs in their 

froglike and renunciatory sterility.’’

If Duolingo, the popular virtual 

language tutor, offered either of those 

sentences, people would probably 

delete the app.

‘‘The animals remain in the zoo’’ is 

a perfect language-learning sentence 

because it describes, as simply 

as possible, a totally normal state of 

affairs. That’s what the animals 

are supposed to do. It’s like saying: 

‘‘The refrigerator continues to be 

an appliance.’’ My wife, who has been 

studying Italian on her phone, 

encountered this sentence there, along 

with hundreds of others like it.

She took special notice only when 

this zoo-animal sentence started 

to recur, again and again, across many 

different lessons. Eventually, it lost 

its linguistic transparency. Was 

Duolingo trying to tell her something? 

Was this some kind of code? Look 

at the sentence hard enough, and it 

starts to read like a revolutionary 

slogan — something you’d find 

spray-painted on the capitol steps. It 

is time to break out of our cages! 

Language learners of the world, rise 

up! Gli animali saranno liberi!

From Duolingo, a 
‘‘science-based 
language education 
platform’’ available 
on Apple, Android 
and Windows 
smartphones and 
online.

New Sentences By Sam Anderson

from it, is Sun Tzu’s ‘‘The Art of War,’’ 
which contains some instructions about 
how to maintain such loyalty. ‘‘If soldiers 
are punished before a personal attach-
ment to the leadership is formed,’’ it says, 
‘‘they will not submit, and if they do not 
submit, they are hard to employ.’’ When 
it comes to voters, Trump turns out to 
have followed this advice quite closely. 
While promising them, at great length, the 
rebirth of the coal industry and the instant 
replacement of Obamacare, he instilled in 
them an enduring personal attachment. 
And that bond has allowed him to char-
acterize the incomplete realization of 
those promises as failures of the political 
machine he swore to combat, rather than 
as examples of his own inadequacy.

We tend to think of loyalty as a virtue, but 
the truth is that it can lead to any number of 
outcomes — from heroism to cravenness 
and complicity with evil. A lot depends 
on its object. ‘‘Tell me who you loyal to,’’ 
Kendrick Lamar asks in his song ‘‘Loyalty’’: 
‘‘Is it money? Is it fame? Is it weed? Is it 
drink?’’ Loyalty is only a virtue insofar as 
it provokes virtuous consequences.

And yet people have always thought 
we could use more of it and mourned 
its passing. More than 100 years ago, as 
pointed out by the author Eric Felten in 
his book ‘‘Loyalty: The Vexing Virtue,’’ 
the Irish novelist and politician Justin 
McCarthy wrote that loyalty ‘‘is gone! 
It is a memory!’’ As far back as 160 B.C., 
scholars have found, the Roman drama-
tist Terence was referring to fi delity as 
belonging solely to more ancient times. 
We’re prone to imagining some long-
gone golden age in which people acted 
more reliably — and in the service of 
some agreed-upon collective good.

What we’re missing is, perhaps, not 
the loyalty itself but a communal sense 
of what we should be loyal to. This, in 
the end, is what Josiah Royce came to 
consider the point of loyalty: an attach-
ment to ever-higher ideals, until whole 
societies could dedicate themselves to 
some utopian vision that, while never 
fully realized, might unite citizens in 
their striving for it.

There are shades of this thinking in the 
title of the coming book by the former 
F.B.I. director James Comey: ‘‘A Higher 
Loyalty.’’ It’s with Comey, of course, that 
Trump reportedly made his boldest call 
for fealty, telling the director, ‘‘I expect 

loyalty’’ — the obvious implication being 
that Comey should shy away from legal 
inquiries that might harm the presi-
dent. Comey testifi ed to the Senate that 
he made a more Roycean counteroff er: 
‘‘honesty.’’ Trump, ever the dealmaker, 
supposedly tried to broker this back to 
‘‘honest loyalty.’’

The Republican senator Jeff  Flake, 
in a speech announcing that he would 
not be standing for re-election, reached 
twice for the same word: A segment of 
his party, he said, had come to believe 
that ‘‘anything short of complete and 
unquestioning loyalty’’ to the president 
was unacceptable. But the president, 
he said, quoting Theo dore Roosevelt, 

‘‘should be supported or opposed exact-
ly to the degree which is warranted by 
his good conduct or bad conduct, his 
effi  ciency or ineffi  ciency in rendering 
loyal, able and disinterested service to 
the nation as a whole.’’

This, perhaps, is the consequence of 
a campaign rooted in the lowest forms 
of loyalty. Trump’s aggressive insistence 
on transactional, partisan cronyism 
has clearly inspired, in some quarters, 
renewed thinking about the purpose and 
value of loyalty itself. We are seeing, with 
unsettling clarity, the limits of fi delity to 
a person, a faction, an agenda. And we 
are beginning to search for some better 
place to direct it.�  
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On Photography By Teju Cole

Broken glass is part of the history 
of photography — a reminder that 
the camera is both an impassive 
instrument and a shocked witness.

It has only been a few weeks, but I can 
already feel the events in Las Vegas slip-
ping away from me. The horror that 
unfolded there is indelible: A single shoot-
er killed at least 58 people and injured 
hundreds more. And yet the horror is 
not indelible; it is fading, as most pub-
lic tragedies eventually do. (You might 
even have wondered, reading the above, 
Which events in Las Vegas?) Since Oct. 1, 
there has been a terrorist attack in New 
York City, a mass shooting in Texas and 
other gun violence throughout the coun-
try, as well as numerous distressing pub-
lic scandals. What trace of these events 
remains for those of us not personally 
aff ected by them? Names, dates, photo-
graphs, videos: all retrievable, but most 
archived away in a cloud of faint memory.

After mass killings, American news-
papers do not typically run images of 
corpses. The reasons have to do with 
respect for the dead and concern for 
readers’ sensitivities, as well as restric-
tions put on photojournalists’ access to 
crime scenes (these conventions are sub-
tly, and unjustly, diff erent when it comes 
to international stories). Instead of pho-
tographs of bloody bodies in the street, 
we get photographs of ambulances, 
medical professionals, law enforcement, 
people ducking for cover. A photograph 
we’ve all seen is of someone in distress 
being cradled in someone else’s arms. 
Another is of the candlelit vigils held in 
the aftermath of these horrors. The raw 
pathos inherent in such moments is now 
dulled; seen once too often, the situa-
tions are not as moving as they ought 
to be. But even with these diminishing 
returns, the press is obligated to run pic-
tures. Among them, which are piercing? 
Which endure? The minor ones, the odd 
and peculiar ones, the ones that evoke 
some other history.

The images that have stayed with 
me from the Las Vegas massacre are of 
broken glass. Stephen Paddock sprayed 
bullets down on country-music con-
certgoers from a suite on the 32nd floor 
of the Mandalay Bay resort, smashing 
two of its windows in order to do so. For 
photographers arriving after the mas-
sacre, it would have made sense to look 
up and shoot the building (the shared 
vocabulary between cameras and fire-
arms is both regrettable and illuminat-
ing), aiming in the opposite direction 
to the killer’s nighttime shots. What 
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On Photography

these photographers would have seen 
was a golden building, its front part 
protuberant and vaguely ship-shaped. 
The hotel’s windows are gaudy in the 
Vegas style, covered with a thin layer of 
gold. Near the top of the building are 
two irregular shapes, nine panels apart, 
one of them on the building’s prow, 
the other on its starboard. They look 
like small black stains or asterisks, or 
perhaps even like a pair of gouged-out 
eyes: These are the broken windows.

The postmassacre photographs of the 
building are documents of fact. They do 
not feel like ‘‘works of art,’’ nor are they 
intended to be. But they have a collective 
ability to draw our attention to the void 
behind the broken windows, not only 
the unilluminated void where windows 
were broken but also the inhumane void 
that possessed the murderer’s soul, the 
mournful void that overtook the survi-
vors and the abysmal void beneath our 
way of life, from which a bewildering 
violence erupts incessantly.

Glass is everywhere in photography. 
From Eugène Atget’s refl ective vitrines 
to Lee Friedlander’s sly self-portraiture, 
photographers have long been in thrall 
to the visual complications glass can 

inject into a composition. Glass is pres-
ent not only as photography’s seductive 
subject but also as its physical material. 
Photographs were commonly made on 
wet-plate negatives (glass coated with 
photosensitive emulsion) in the 19th 
century, and then on the improved and 
portable dry-plate negatives, before 
fi lm was manufactured at a suffi  cient 
strength in the 20th century to serve 
as a transportable medium for photo-
graphic emulsion. Sometimes the very 
glass of the negative becomes part of 
the photograph’s story.  

Andre Kertesz photographed a view 
over Montmartre in 1929, presumably 
through an open window. Kertesz left 
Paris and moved to New York and was 
not reunited with the negative until the 
1960s, by which time it was cracked and 
badly damaged. But this damage became 
the story. Looking at Kertesz’s 1970 print 
of the negative, it’s easy to think that 
what we are seeing is a photograph of a 
city through a broken window, perhaps 
one shot through with a bullet. It is in 
fact a photograph of a city printed from 
a damaged glass-plate negative. 

Broken glass, and broken windows in 
particular, are a notable byway in photog-
raphy’s history. Brett Weston made one of 

the most striking examples in San Fran-
cisco in 1937. Weston was not recording 
evidence of a crime, or even particularly 
making a sociological comment. He was 
describing an abstraction with his cam-
era, the calligraphic presence of a jagged 
black hole surrounded by a gray remnant 
of glass. What has been broken away 
domi nates the picture. We see an outline 
like a map of a fi ctional island. There’s 
more dark to see here than glass, and the 
darkness is deep and mysterious, a mouth 
agape in an unending scream. About this 
picture, John Szarkowski, the infl uential 
curator at the Museum of Modern Art, 
wrote that the black shape ‘‘is not a void 
but a presence; the periphery of the pic-
ture is background.’’ In the middle, in that 
darkness, is where Weston’s self-portrait 
would be, if the window were intact.

Brett Weston was the son of the great 
photographer Edward Weston, and 
he shared his father’s attraction to the 
mesmerizing abstractions that every-
day objects can harbor. But the younger 
Weston’s unique talent was to balance 
fi nely, over a long career, the competing 
demands of something and nothing, not 
simply of shape but also of the absence 
of shape, and to create strongly graph-
ic pictures out of those tensions. He 

Teju Cole
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is ‘‘Blind Spot.’’

Above left: ‘‘Broken 
Plate, Paris,’’ 1929, 
by Andre Kertesz. 
Right: Brett Weston’s 
‘‘Untitled (Broken 
Window, San 
Francisco),’’ 1937. 
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Mike Blake’s 
photograph of Air 
Force One departing 
Las Vegas past 
the broken windows 
of the Mandalay Bay 
hotel, Oct. 4, 2017.
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Poem Selected by Terrance Hayes

returned to the subject of broken win-
dows more than once, but even in his 
other pictures — like one of Mendenhall 
Glacier, made in 1973 and printed in high 
contrast, or one of peeling paint on a 
Portuguese wall in 1971, the paint dark 
and the wall beneath pale — he seemed  
to be pursuing the same highly contrast-
ed, strongly gestural concerns.

The avant-garde German photog-
rapher Ilse Bing’s broken window in 
Paris, from 1934, is crisp and cutting 
like Weston’s — but we’ve taken several 
steps back, and we see a substantial part 
of a building’s facade, including anoth-
er window. It is now therefore a picture 
with context, and that context is pov-
erty. Aaron Siskind’s repeated studies 
of broken windows zoomed farther in, 
excluding most of the frames and leav-
ing us with abstract-expressionist pat-
terns that gave as much space to glass 
as to its absence. Brassaï and Gordon 
Matta-Clark have pictures that delight 
in a series of broken windows, serried 
ranks of angular splotches, like verse 
after verse of a ragged song. Paolo Pel-
legrin’s ‘‘A Gypsy Woman on the Train,’’ 
made in Kosovo in 2001, is as much about 
the apprehensive passenger’s face as it is 
about the damaged window next to her; 
together they evoke war and displace-
ment. But these photographs all have 
something in common. Every broken 
window is a frozen shock. 

Among the broken-window photo-
graphs of the Mandalay Bay resort, 
there are intriguing variants. In one, a 
spectator can be seen at ground level, 
with some police tape. Others take 
advantage of the proximity of the Las 
Vegas airport to the Las Vegas Strip, and 
juxtapose the resort with Air Force One, 
which brought the president on a visit 
three days after the massacre. One such 
photo shows the plane in the airport 
and the golden structure in the distance 
behind. Another, by the Reuters pho-
tographer Mike Blake, shows Air Force 
One flying past the building. It man-
ages to present the glory of airplane 
technology and the fragility of glass in 
a single image (and brings to mind a 
photo of the Graf Zeppelin printed from 
a cracked dry-plate glass negative in 
1929: flight and broken glass together). 
Blake’s photo places the scene of the 
crime side by side with the presidential 

Terrance Hayes is the author of fi ve collections of poetry, most recently ‘‘How to Be Drawn,’’ which was a fi nalist for the National Book 
Award in 2015. His fourth collection, ‘‘Lighthead,’’ won a 2010 National Book Award. Vickie Vértiz’s debut collection of poetry, ‘‘Palm Frond 
With Its Th roat Cut,’’ was published in September by the University of Arizona Press. 

‘‘I do not know the language of that place’’ underscores this poem’s striking balance of ambiguity and mystery. 
Much is said in the white spaces, caesuras, breaks. Th e unpunctuated fi ve lines of the fi rst stanza unspool 
sugg estively creepily. Th e hands in car guts have a visceral intensity. Th e halting fi nal couplet prompts a pause, 
a silence, a reread. 

Already My Lips Were Luminous
By Vickie Vértiz

My fi rst kiss is with an uncle 
      comforting
      me as Amá throws
      up two dollar wine
      after a pool party

I do not know the language of that place
      Sitting on the edge of a cracked red plastic couch
      I am grateful in an ill-fi tting girl dress   lavender roses dot the chest
The embrace is short          His breath is two cases of cigarettes and one
aluminum beer
He says good night; the songs of crows
outside unspool
When his sons leave for the Persian Gulf               he kisses them too       and 
I’m       confused
      because men never embrace around me      They shove each other’s oil hands
into
 car guts and machines that make glass 
      Not tender    not soft

      I understand, then  there must be other ways to love 
 your children

plane: It’s almost a political statement. 
But a statement saying what? That the 
president is ignoring the problem? That 
his presence is a consolation to a fright-
ened nation? It is a clear picture, but it 
has no clear political meaning.

Many of our encounters with photo-
graphs today, those taken by us or those 
made by others, are through the glass 
of a mobile phone. The mobile phone 
is a kind of window, and it is always on 

the verge of breaking. The image world, 
echoing the real world, is correspond-
ingly fragmentary. This is perhaps what 
makes the various photographs of the 
broken windows at the Mandalay Bay 
resort so poignant.  And perhaps here, 
we do have a political lesson. An intact 
window is interesting mainly for its 
transparency. But when the window 
breaks, what intrigues us is the brittle-
ness that was there all along.�  

These 
photographs
 all have 
something in 
common. 
Every broken 
window is a 
frozen shock. 
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Diagnosis By Lisa Sanders, M.D.

She could feel the child move inside her 
enlarged abdomen. Certainly he wasn’t 
tired — but she was exhausted and weak. 
A fever made her ache all over, and she 
hadn’t been able to keep any food down 
for days. She thought a hot bath might 
make her feel better, but instead she felt 
as if her already-meager energy had dis-
solved in the warm water. Holding the 
walls for support, she made her way to her 
bedroom. Now she lay on her bed covered 
by only the damp towel she used to dry 
off . Every muscle, every joint in her body 
throbbed as if she’d been beaten. 

It started a few days earlier. At fi rst she 
thought it was just a bad cold — her nose 
was runny; her head and body ached. But 
it got worse every day. Her throat was 
raw, her head spun whenever she got up 
and a constant cough tore through her 
chest. She was taking acetaminophen — 
her obstetrician said that it was safe for 
her baby. It helped a little but not enough. 

Earlier that evening, she went to the 
‘‘gender reveal’’ party her older sister 
organized for her and her boyfriend. All 
her best friends were there, and both 
families were thrilled to fi nd out she was 
having a boy. All that excitement and joy 
kept her going until she got home and 
remembered how awful she felt. That’s 
when she took the bath.

 
↓
A Visit to the E.R.

She heard her mother walk in and say her 
name, but she was too tired to answer. Her 
mother, seeing her 18-year-old daughter 
on the bed, not responding, was suddenly 
afraid. This wasn’t just a cold. She gave 
her daughter’s shoulder a little shake. She 
slowly opened her eyes. ‘‘You need to go 
back to the hospital,’’ she told her. 

She helped her daughter dress and get 
to the car. They had gone to Beaumont 
Hospital in Dearborn, Mich., the night 
before, but her mother was sure they 
needed to go back. The 15-minute drive 
seemed to take forever. 

In the E.R., the mother explained 
that her daughter had been sick for a 
few days and was steadily getting worse. 
The doctors they’d seen the day before 
said that she had some kind of virus. 
The illness wasn’t strep, and it wasn’t 
the fl u — they tested her for those — so 
there was nothing they could do except 
give her acetaminophen and fl uids. And 
that helped — but not for long. The fever 

At fi rst the doctors thought the 
pregnant woman just had a virus. But 
soon they began to worry about her 
— and her fetus.
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Diagnosis

and nausea returned. She hadn’t had 
anything to eat or drink for days now, 
at least nothing that stayed down. And 
she just seemed so out of it. 

The doctors, nurses and technicians 
fl uttered about her half-awake daughter. 
The vomiting and diarrhea had left her 
dehydrated, and her blood chemistry 
was out of whack. They gave her fl uids 
to replace the electrolytes she’d lost. The 
obstetrician came by and made sure the 
baby was O.K. He was. And then they sent 
them home again. Just a virus, they said. 
She was given a prescription for Zofran, a 
powerful anti-nausea drug, and a sugges-
tion to take Pepto-Bismol for the diarrhea. 
She should start to feel better soon.

 
 ↓
  Back Home Again

 But she didn’t. After two more days of feel-
ing terrible, she asked her mother to take 
her back to the E.R. With this third visit in 
fi ve days, and virtually the same story — 
the same fever, the same nausea and vom-
iting, the same aches — the doctors had 
to wonder if they had missed something. 
She had been tested for infl uenza using a 
fast test that takes less than 15 minutes, but 
that test can miss up to half of all fl u cases. 
The doctors sent off  a far more expensive 
and reliable test to look for evidence of 
infl uenza. They also retested her for strep. 
And they sent off  more blood to look for 
the cause of the nausea and vomiting. This 
was lasting too long to be a run-of-the-mill 
gastrointestinal bug. 

The results showed that she didn’t 
have strep. But she did indeed have infl u-
enza; the fi rst test had missed it. It might 
be too late for Tamifl u, but there was no 
harm in trying it. More surprising and 
concerning, the blood tests showed that 
the levels of liver enzymes that indicate 
injury were more than 10 times higher 
than normal. Liver injury can be seen 
in bad cases of infl uenza — though the 
enzyme level was not usually this high. 
The doctors admitted the patient to the 
intensive-care unit.

 
 ↓
  Dangers of an Injured Liver

 Dr. Erik Sweet was the intern in the I.C.U. 
He, too, was concerned about the elevat-
ed liver enzymes. Maybe it was the fl u, 
but could there be another reason for this 
injury? Had she taken any acetaminophen 
over the course of her illness? She had, 

she told him. Because she was pregnant, 
it was the only thing she was allowed to 
take. How much did she take, he asked. 
She took two extra-strength tablets (500 
milligrams each) as often as every four 
hours, ingesting, perhaps, up to 6,000 
milligrams each day. That was twice the 
maximum recommended dose. 

Sweet was alarmed. Acetaminophen 
is the most common cause of acute liver 
failure in the United States. Half of all 
patients with liver failure, and one-fi fth 
of all patients who need a liver transplant, 
sustained their injury using this common 
over-the-counter medication. 

When acetaminophen passes through 
the liver, some of the drug is broken down 
into toxic chemicals. A healthy liver can 
dispose of these dangerous components. 
But the liver needs nutrients to do this, 
and because she was so sick, this woman 
wasn’t taking in much in the way of nutri-
ents. In addition, because she was preg-
nant, she was sharing her nutrients with 
her fetus. All this put her at signifi cant risk 
of being poisoned by the acetaminophen. 
What started off  as simple infl uenza was 
now even more dangerous because of this 
possible slow overdose.

 
 ↓
  Reversing the Damage

 Fortunately, there is an antidote to acet-
aminophen toxicity. N-acetylcysteine, 
called NAC, binds to the toxins that result 

from the breakdown of acetaminophen 
before they injure the liver. NAC can stop 
the damage  and save the liver, if taken in 
time. Sweet ordered the NAC and sent 
off  blood to confi rm that her acetamin-
ophen level was elevated. The result was 
surprising: The acetaminophen level was 
not elevated. There was no evidence of 
an acetaminophen overload. Perhaps the 
culprit was not the drug after all. Maybe 
infl uenza was causing the liver problem. 
Or maybe she had hepatitis.  

By now it was late at night. Sweet con-
tacted the gastroenterologist on call, Dr. 
Aref Alrayes, to discuss what needed to be 
done. Even without seeing the patient, the 
doctor had two recommendations. First, 
the patient should be transferred to a 
nearby hospital with a ward dedicated to 
severe liver disease. Second, the patient 
should be given NAC. 

 
 ↓
  Slow-Motion Toxicity

  When patients take a single very large 
dose of acetaminophen, they have what 
is called acute acetaminophen poisoning 
— a huge blast of the medication over-
whelms the body’s system of safe elim-
ination. But there is also a slow form of 
poisoning. When ingested over days or 
weeks, intake of the medicine can still 
outpace elimination, and the accumula-
tion can cause a chronic type of toxicity. 
Nearly one-third of these patients will 
have a normal acetaminophen level when 
measured. Even those patients should be 
given NAC, if they have a liver injury and 
have been taking acetaminophen, Alrayes 
told Sweet. The drug can be lifesaving, if 
acetaminophen is the culprit. If it is not, 
the dose of NAC would be safe for both 
mother and baby. 

 The patient was started on intrave-
nous NAC and transferred to the other 
hospital. It took a day or two, but slow-
ly she began to feel better. Her nausea 
improved. Her appetite returned. And 
after four days, her liver showed signs 
of recovery. She was sent home. Her 
mother scoured the house and threw 
away every bottle of acetaminophen she 
could fi nd. She was shocked that this 
medicine, which she’d always consid-
ered a friend, could be so dangerous. 
The rest of her daughter’s pregnancy 
went just fi ne. And her newest grandson 
will celebrate his 6-month birthday in 
the beginning of December.�  

Illustration by Andreas Samuelsson

Lisa Sanders, M.D., 
is a contributing writer 
for the magazine 
and the author of ‘‘Every 
Patient Tells a Story: 
Medical Mysteries and 
the Art of Diagnosis.’’ 
If you have a solved case 
to share with Dr. 
Sanders, write her at 
Lisa.Sandersmd@
gmail.com.



Perfect food, 
every time. 
Every home cook can create a roast this gorgeous 

with Joule Sous Vide. Precise temperature control 

means you get chef-level results, with zero 

guesswork, every time you cook. So pour 

yourself a glass of wine and go join 

the party. Joule’s got this 

feast covered.
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The Ethicist By Kwame Anthony Appiah

My Wife Is 
Done With 
Sex. Can I Turn 
Elsewhere?

I am in my mid-60s and have been happily 
married for decades. I have always been 
a very sexual person and consider myself 
 healthy and normal, though at one end 
of the bell curve. A few years ago, my wife’s 
health worsened, and she declared herself 
no longer interested in sex of any kind. 
I continue to cherish her, but find the 
lack of sexual intimacy exceedingly diffi  cult. 
I asked her permission to seek a friendly but 
not competitive sexual relationship elsewhere. 
There are many ethical issues already, 
but I wish to address another.

In my description on a dating site, I 
explained the situation in some detail, as I 
did not wish to mislead anyone. My profi le 
received a great deal of rejection, vituperation, 
condemnation and accusation. Th is 
calumny seemed to have two roots: I was 
a ‘‘dirty old man’’; and I was — even with 
permission — ‘‘cheating’’ and should be 
punished. Both of these responses struck 
me as themselves immoral and unfair.

My situation is not unique. However, 
there seems no pathway to address the 
ageism and biblical rigidity of a society 
that spends billions on youthfulness 
and eroticism and nothing on thought. 
What should I do? 

Name Withheld

Marital vows should not, in ordinary cir-
cumstances, be subject to renegotiation. 
But you have taken your wife’s declara-
tion to mark a departure from ordinary 
circumstances. What now? Sex requires 
the consent of all parties involved, and 

To submit a query: 
Send an email to 
ethicist@nytimes
.com; or send mail 
to The Ethicist, The 
New York Times 
Magazine, 620 
Eighth Avenue, New 
York, N.Y. 10018. 
(Include a daytime 
phone number.)

Bonus Advice From Judge John Hodgman

James writes: My wife, Kippy, was born without any sense 

of smell. We have two children, one dog, two cats and one 

guinea pig, so our house gets smelly. My view is that Kippy 

should have to do the bulk of the smelly work. For example, 

our dog will frequently poop in my home office. I think Kippy 

should clean it up, because she can’t smell it. She disagrees.

————

This court appreciates your appeal on a comic-book level; 

with strange power comes strange responsibility. But surely 

you know there are more repulsion factors to floor feces 

than just smell (texture, temperature, the knowledge that 

you have in some way failed civilization). Decent humans 

do not let dog poop sit around in their literally crappy office 

until some newspaper columnist orders his wife to pick it up. 

Be grateful you have all your senses: If you see poop, clean 

it. And maybe walk your dog more. 

real consent rules out substantial mis-
representation. So you’ll have to fi nd a 
partner who’s O.K. with your situation. 
This, as you’ve discovered, may be diffi  -
cult, given the attitudes of the women on 
your dating site, most of whom will want 
at least the prospect of a romantic rela-
tionship. (You refer to having your wife’s 
permission; some of your respondents 
may have wondered whether she really 
felt she had a choice. But presumably 
you’ve decided that her consent was in 
fact full-hearted and freely given.)

So you could work through the nasty 
comments on the dating site and see if 
your luck changes. Or you could fi nd a 
site that caters to those in open relation-
ships. Either way, I worry a bit. Sexual 
desire can addle the brain; even if your 
wife genuinely accepts the opening of 
your relationship, you don’t actually know 
where an aff air might lead. This may be 
an argument for the sin of Onan, where 
there’s only yourself to fall in love with. 

An extended family member posted very 
private information about me on a social 
media platform under the guise of honoring 
me. I do not value this person, whose 
past actions reveal the character fl aws that 
would lead someone to do such a thing. 
I do, however, value the person’s family.

I am a very private person who only uses 
social media to observe what is happening 
in the lives of close friends and family. I 
never post anything about my private life. 
Th e shock of this invasion caused me to close 
my account immediately, but many people 

did see the post and commented on it. 
One person who saw the post and then 
the disappearance of my account 
contacted a close family member to inquire 
about it. Although this has caused me 
great anguish and embarrassment, I have 
not yet confronted the individual. My 
immediate family believes it demands a 
response, but I feel incapable of 
responding in an evenhanded way. Still, 
I want to make clear that this person 
crossed a line.

Name Withheld

This is all a little indirect and abstract; 
you clearly fi nd writing about this aff ront 
exquisitely painful. But the standard con-
temporary way of putting what I think 
you are talking about is to say that some-
one ‘‘outed’’ you. The word originally 
referred to the exposure of someone as 
gay or lesbian, but now people speak of 
the outing of any of a host of identities 
or circumstances that a person may have 
a reason to keep private. 

Norms against outing are rightly strong. 
(There isn’t an absolute ban, but there have 
to be compelling reasons to out someone.) 
And if you want to do something to honor 
someone, you should refl ect on whether 
he or she is likely to be pleased by what 
you’re doing. Your relation got at least two 
things seriously wrong, then, and you’re 
entitled to resent what this person has 
done. Letting the person know that you 
resent it might be better than seething in 
private. But if you can’t bring yourself to 



do so directly, you can surely ask someone 
in the family to make your feelings clear. 
(And if you return to the world of social 
media, you can block him or her.) 

An apology is obviously in order. But 
the most productive role of apology is in 
repairing a broken relationship, and this 
is not what you are after. Indeed, your 
fi rm statement that you ‘‘do not value this 
person’’ invites the suspicion that your 
feelings may be reciprocated.

A friend forwarded me an email she received 
about a college classmate of ours who 
recently died. It turns out that this classmate 
ended her life because of some psychological 
issues relating to an unusual condition that 
materialized in the last two years. 

Th e woman who wrote the email that 
was circulating was my classmate’s sister; 
she shared some conversation screenshots 
with time stamps that demonstrated her 
sister’s growing mental distress. She 
made it clear that she was sharing this 
material because she wanted to raise 
awareness of this condition. 

I had never heard of the condition, so 
it was illuminating, but I feel unsettled and 
guilty for knowing these details, as my 
classmate took so much care to keep them 
secret while she was alive. We weren’t 
close, and while I was fond of her, I wouldn’t 
want someone whom I knew only 
peripherally to be privy to such private 
details. But considering that this 
information could potentially lead me to 
help a friend in the future, is it O.K. 
that it is circulating after her death? 

Name Withheld

A person’s interest in privacy — the topic 
of our previous letter — doesn’t disappear 
when he or she dies, though over time it 
diminishes. Little time has passed in this 
case; whatever desire this woman had for 
privacy carries real weight. On the other 
hand, the person who is circulating this 
information is her sister, who is motivated 
by the desire that others should be able to 
succeed in saving a life where she couldn’t. 
She’s turning her grief to a positive pur-
pose. Both her motive and the importance 
of what she’s trying to do strike me as suf-
fi cient to justify her decision.�  

Kwame Anthony Appiah teaches philosophy 
at N.Y.U. He is the author of ‘‘Cosmopolitanism’’ and 
‘‘Th e Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen.’’ 



32 Photograph by Ferdinando Scianna

M
a

g
n

u
m

 P
h

o
to

s

Letter of Recommendation

As long as there has been metallic cook-
ware, people have probably been banging 
on it. In Spain, where I live, the cacero-
lada — or the banging of pots and pans 
together, a word that translates roughly 
as ‘‘casseroling’’ — is an increasingly pop-
ular form of protest. The sound comes on 
gradually, tapping and clanking, at fi rst 
a tentative rat-tat-tat from somewhere 
down the street. Word spreads at the 
speed of Twitter, and the sound bursts 
forth from balcony after balcony, mul-
tiplying like aluminum wildfi re down 

avenues and alleys. Patterns emerge: 
rapid- fi re tattoos, son clave rhythms, the 
‘‘shave and a haircut’’ riff . They pile up in 
a cacophony of soup spoons against cop-
per pots, lids against lids, high- pitched 
pings and basso thwacks. Cars honk their 
horns in solidarity; chanting voices join 
in. Down on the street, a man walking his 
dog claps his hands in rhythm; a woman 
jingles her keys. All of Barcelona feels 
connected by this web of din.

I don’t remember what was being 
protested the fi rst time I witnessed a 

Caceroladas
By Philip Sherburne

cacerolada, but I have a visceral recollec-
tion of the sound. I write about music for 
a living, and my tastes run toward styles 
that emphasize pulse and noise: minimal-
ist techno, ambient drones, all manner of 
metallic abstraction. Hearing it rippling 
through the windows was as though the 
avant- garde records I tend to champion 
had been unleashed in the streets and 
blown up to larger- than- life size, in some 
kind of wild, Borgesian transmutation. It 
felt like a vindication of my tastes, as if 
the universe had handed me the aux cord 

11.19.17

A protest in Buenos 
Aires in 2002.
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and invited me to throw on whatever I 
liked: Lou Reed’s ‘‘Metal Machine Music,’’ 
Balinese gamelan, African drumming — 
maybe even all three at once.

But caceroladas are not meant to be aes-
thetic experiences; they are expressions 
of popular indignation. There is some-
thing primal in this particular ritual too; 
similar traditions, like the public sham-
ings known as charivari, or ‘‘rough music,’’ 
date back to at least the Middle Ages in 
Europe, and maybe longer. Throughout 
Latin America, where they are also called 
cacerolazos, they have been a favorite out-
let for public discontent since at least the 
1980s. They have been common in Spain 
since 2003, when they were mobilized to 
register opposition to the looming war in 
Iraq. Recently, here in Barcelona, cacerola-
das have been a regular occurrence in the 
long, drawn- out battle between the Cata-
lan separatist movement and the Spanish 
central government. At fi rst, as a foreign-
er, I declined to take part in the nightly 
protests. But after the violence of the Oct. 
1 independence referendum, in which the 
national police broke up the voting in a 
shocking display of force, I joined in. This 
was no longer merely a protest in favor of 
regional self- determination; it was a cry 
for basic dignity.

Anyone who has ever sung in a school 
choir or banged out ‘‘Louie Louie’’ in a 
garage band knows the gut- level joy of 
shaping sound with other people. It is all 
the more thrilling when your bandmate 
is the grandmother from the apartment 
next door, who is attacking her frying- 
pan lids as though they were crash cym-
bals. Banging away on my balcony, I had 
a fl ashback to my college days, when we 
used to observe a tradition known as 
the Primal Scream. The midnight before 
finals began, everyone would gather 
in the quad, or throw open their dorm 
windows, and shout themselves hoarse. 
Something about that release of energy 
had the eff ect of focusing the mind and 
honing the spirit. Participating in a cace-
rolada is no diff erent.

I have begun to wish desperately that 
Americans might consider importing the 
tradition. True, there are hurdles. The 
United States is a largely suburban nation, 
while caceroladas are optimized for urban 
settings. But the benefi ts are numerous. 
The elderly, children and people with dis-
abilities can easily take part, and virtually 
everyone has a pot and a wooden spoon. 

As forms of protest go, the cacerolada is 
as egalitarian as it gets. 

Perhaps the most inspiring thing about 
caceroladas is that they need not express 
any coherent political message at all: 
They are an indication of shared discon-
tent, the last refuge of the totally fed up. 
That certainly recommends them to the 
American political landscape right now, 
when every issue — gun control, ger-
rymandering, global warming — feels 
like a lost cause. In the face of political 
alienation, making a mighty racket is 
a powerful feeling. Maybe a cacerolada 
wouldn’t solve our problems, but as a 
kind of primal- scream therapy, it would 
be better than nothing. 

In Barcelona, the political situation 
changes on a daily basis. But on the 
ground, life lurches forward, stuck in a 

holding pattern. Strikes are called; strikes 
are called off . Marches for national unity 
represent the so- called silent majority of 
Catalans who don’t want independence 
— yet far- right nationalists sieg- heiling in 
the streets trigger troubling echoes of the 
dictator Gen. Francisco Franco’s Spain. 
No one seems to know what’s going on, 
but throughout it all, the caceroladas con-
tinue, their volume fl uctuating depending 
upon the day’s outrages.

I have ceased taking part in the pro-
tests: At the end of the day, even though 
my wife and daughter are Catalan, and 
Spanish, I’m still an outsider here. It’s 
not my battle. But I still throw open 
my balcony doors every time I hear 
the tinny pulse kick in. Even if I do feel 
caught in the middle, the sound of dis-
cord remains mesmerizing.�  

How to Save a 
Knocked-Out Tooth

‘‘The idea is to get the tooth back in the 
mouth as quickly as possible,’’ says Gene 
Solmundson, the dentist for the Winni-
peg Jets of the National Hockey League. 
First, locate the tooth. Pick it up carefully, 
touching only the shiny crown and not the 
bloody root. ‘‘Don’t put it in your purse or 
in your pocket,’’ Solmundson says. Adults 
and children old enough to avoid acciden-
tally swallowing a tooth  — every year in 
the United States, more than fi ve million of 
them are knocked out — can keep it tucked 
inside their cheek. Hockey players tend 
to be impatient with midgame dentistry, 
even in cases involving a mouthful of bust-
ed teeth. ‘‘They just want to get back out 
on the ice,’’ says Solmundson, who has a 
dental- exam chair in the Jets’ locker room 

and is a founding member of the N.H.L.’s 
Team Dentists Association.

Rinse off  any debris using milk, saline 
solution or water. Don’t touch or scrub the 
root, and leave be any fl eshy bits. Insert 
the clean tooth into its empty socket as 
soon as possible to give the periodontal 
ligaments, nerves and blood supply the 
best chance to heal and reattach. ‘‘When 
it’s in the right place, the person should be 
able to bite their teeth together normally,’’ 
Solmundson says. Go see a dentist, who 
will usually splint the tooth so it doesn’t fall 
out again or get swallowed during sleep. 

Above all, do not let the tooth dry out. 
A tooth stored in the right type of liquid 
can be successfully replanted up to an 
hour later, but a desiccated tooth has little 
chance of surviving. Hockey- team dentists 
tend to store teeth in pH- balanced liquids 
made for transporting human tissue, but 
cold milk, saliva and saline solution work, 
too. Use water as a last resort. Young chil-
dren who dislodge a primary tooth should 
have a dentist examine their mouths 
before reinserting the tooth to avoid dam-
aging the permanent replacement grow-
ing in under the gum. Solmundson has 
fi xed dozens of teeth knocked out of the 
mouths of pros, gaptoothed youth- league 
players and so- called beer- league players, 
who are, he says, especially prone to the 
reckless play that might end in a puck or 
stick to the mouth. The best way to save a 
tooth is to keep it in your mouth. ‘‘Wear a 
mouth guard,’’ he says.�  

They are an 
indication 
of shared 
discontent, the 
last refuge 
of the totally 
fed up.

Philip Sherburne  
is a contributing editor 
at Pitchfork. He 
lives in Barcelona. 
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THE 
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COMES 

TO 

LOUDOUN 

COUNTY

ON THE morning of the Women’s March on Washington in January, 
Kathryn Sorenson was an hour west of D.C., en route to her new apartment, 
when a car broadsided her and broke her neck.  She had been passing 
through a dangerous intersection — busy roads, no stoplights — and her 
fi rst thought, as she waited for the ambulance to arrive, was about the 
inadequacy of local governance: In the Northern Virginia exurbs, rapid 
growth has long outstripped traffi  c oversight. Still, as a young Democratic 
campaign manager, it seemed to her vaguely unprofessional to have broken 
her neck on such a politically momentous day. ‘‘I wasn’t even out fi ghting 
the machine,’’ she said, ‘‘just coming back from the dry cleaners.’’ The fi rst 
to arrive at her hospital bed — before her mother — were David Reid, a 
local businessman, and his wife, who had called around to every regional 
emergency room until they found her. 

Even if she hadn’t broken her neck, she most likely couldn’t have taken 
even a few hours off  work to attend the march: She was the manager, and 
sole employee, of the two-week-old David Reid for Delegate campaign. 
Sorenson met Reid on New Year’s Day for a mutual interview; Reid, a well-
kept, goateed father of two in his mid-50s, was a latecomer to politics, and 
was relieved when Sorenson agreed to lead his campaign for the House of 
Delegates, the 100-member lower chamber of Virginia’s legislature. In her 
six years out of college, Sorenson had worked continuously on campaigns, 
all but one of them in Northern Virginia, and despite her youth, she exhib-
ited the grim, sardonic cheer of the veteran operative. 

Sorenson agreed to work with a novice like Reid because he seemed 
committed to real issues, and he made a sincere fi rst impression. Also, she 
liked his odds. Virginia’s 32nd house district is part of Loudoun County, one 
of the fastest growing counties in the country and, by median income, the 
wealthiest. Verdant, indistinguishable subdivisions are laid out in self-con-
tained loops between windowed blocks of strip mall and windowless blocks 
of data center. There are overpasses to nowhere; there are construction sites 
that look like Caterpillar sales lots as well as actual Caterpillar sales lots. 
The county and its schools are around 30 percent nonwhite, with a large 
immigrant population. (Sorenson’s favorite local lunch spot is an Afghan 
kebab joint.) The 32nd went for Hillary Clinton by 19 points. There was, 
Sorenson quickly got into the habit of saying, ‘‘absolutely no reason this 
district has a Republican delegate.’’ 

The day she took the job, Sorenson put together an Excel document with 
all the precinct-level returns from the 2013 race, which the Democrat lost 
by only 651 votes. ‘‘I looked for where we needed to run it up, where we 
needed to hold our own and where it was going to be hand-to-hand com-
bat.’’ She soon came to understand, however, that her seasons of training 
had hardly prepared her for the new political reality. Twelve days after 
her accident, she went to a meeting of the Loudoun County Democratic 
Committee, expecting to encounter the usual 30-odd regulars. Instead, she 
found 300 new faces. ‘‘Who the heck are all these people?’’ she wondered. 
It was, after all, an off -election year, and it was winter. 

They had come, she realized, on behalf of what she began to call ‘‘the 
pop-up groups.’’ She went to as many of their meetings as she could and 
found that many of their members were largely unacquainted with politics, 
especially on the local level. Some of them weren’t even county residents; 
they were from McLean, and Arlington, and D.C., and even Maryland. 
Though a majority of these meetings might have been better described as 
meetings about meetings, she nevertheless admired all these new faces and 
the vitality they were prepared to bring to what were ordinarily considered 
marginal down-ballot races. 

Sorenson, whose one-woman campaign — the candidate had a demand-
ing day job — was limited by a cumbersome and unsightly cervical collar, 
had few illusions that all these new volunteer hearts had been set afl ame by 
the local business owner and retired Navy Reserve commander David Reid, 
even if everybody who met him agreed right away that he seemed like a 
profoundly decent guy with the right priorities. She knew that their primary 
motivation was their hatred for the president, and that their secondary 

motivation was their hatred of their local Republican congresswoman , 
but she was optimistic that they might be taught to direct some of their 
umbrage toward Reid’s incumbent Republican opponent, Tag — ‘‘Sorry,’’ 
she’d say, with mock solemnity, ‘‘Delegate Greason.’’  

What Sorenson needed from these inchoate volunteer armies, howev-
er, was not a collective expression of outrage; it was reliable support for 
campaign practicalities like door-knocking and phone-banking, tasks that 
lacked the glamour and solidarity of marches and protests. Even those who 
could readily speak about state and local issues — how the Republicans in 
the House of Delegates had refused the Medicaid expansion and passed a 
sheaf of anti-abortion bills; how Loudoun County was the only district in 
Northern Virginia without full-day kindergarten; how somebody needed 
to put a stoplight at Waxpool and Demott, where Sorenson was almost 
killed — were rarely acquainted with the proper channels for action. They 
would talk about calling their representative, and Sorenson would say, 
‘‘That’s not a congressional thing, that’s a state thing!’’ or ‘‘That’s not a state 
thing, that’s a supervisor thing! Call your supervisor!’’ Sorenson showed 
them how to fi nd out who their supervisors were. They wanted to write 
letters to Terry McAuliff e, the governor, about bathroom discrimination. 
She said: ‘‘Don’t write letters to Terry! The bathroom bill is dead, don’t 
worry. It died in subcommittee, and even if it hadn’t, Terry had already 
promised to veto it, so pick a better battle!’’ 

If a more grizzled campaign manager might have thought only to harness 
this energy, Sorenson saw an opportunity to help organize it. When the 
volunteers made proposals that seemed impractical or irrelevant, she did 
not issue judgment. ‘‘I didn’t want to rain on their ideas,’’ she said. Instead, 
she gently tried to usher them in productive directions. She told them about 
what a great guy David Reid was, how he’d come from poverty and sent his 
two girls to local public schools and today stood for full-day kindergarten 
and gun control and Medicaid expansion and distance-based tolls on the 
Dulles Greenway. She also told them about Reid’s Republican opponent, 
Tag — ‘‘Sorry, Delegate Greason’’ — and all the party-line votes he’d made 
down in Richmond. ‘‘He votes 99 percent of the time with the Republican 
leadership. From assault rifl es to bazookas to ninja stars, he’s for it.’’

To get Reid on the ballot, Sorenson explained, the campaign needed to 
collect 125 signatures by March. The pop-up groups were happy to help, 
especially because Sorenson had a pleasant, easygoing appeal, not to men-
tion a broken neck. Within a few weeks, she was given almost 600 names. 
She couldn’t quite account for how it was done; these groups didn’t have 
leadership, exactly, or if they did, they had large ‘‘steering committees’’ — 
and they could be touchy if you used the wrong word or gave one individual 
too much credit — but they used Facebook and they contacted friends of 
friends and somehow they got the signatures they needed. And not only 
that. Representatives from some groups got the required signatures, and 
then representatives from some other groups materialized to vet those 
signatures and remove inadvertent out-of-district signatories, and then still 
other representatives from diff erent or maybe the same groups suggested 
they might help Sorenson by formatting all of that petition data so they 
could merge the relevant information with their master voter fi le. As long as 
Sorenson was explicit about what she needed, it all seemed to just . . . happen. 

IN THE MONTHS after Trump’s inauguration, there was no 
shortage of expressive opportunities for the left — protests, actions — but 
few electoral conduits for its new resolve. Virginia provided one of them. 
In what Sorenson unsentimentally called ‘‘16,’’ Hillary Clinton carried the 
state by more than fi ve points, but the previous year’s election had pre-
served for the Republicans a considerable edge in the House of Delegates: 
66 to 34. Not a single incumbent lost. Now, in advance of 2017, Democrats 
couldn’t help thinking it auspicious that exactly 17 of those Republican 
delegates came from Clinton districts. If the party could fl ip only those 
seats this year, it would come away with a 51-49 majority. This seemed 
like a totally fanciful possibility to Sorenson herself, but she wasn’t blind 
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to its inspirational potency: Flip the 
Hillary districts, fl ip the house.

A majority of the pop-up groups 
were experiments in decentralized 
organizing, so individual chapters 
were free to expend their energy 
where and how they pleased. Never-
theless, given the scarcity of actual 
elections this year, they fl ocked in 
disproportionate numbers to Virginia 
— and in particular to its 32nd district. 
Reid’s district had no primary, for one 
thing  , and seemed acutely winnable. 
It also had Sorenson. She was not 
only competent; she was, at least 
outwardly, calm. She also reached 
out to each group on its own terms, 
even if that eff ort alone absorbed 
three or four hours of each day. And 
she didn’t want to seem exploitative, 
so she refused on principle to blast 
the groups’ lists with what she called 
‘‘hair-on-fire send-$5-now-or-the-
world-will-end emails.’’  

Though in theory these groups 
had diverse goals, the impression 
they made on Sorenson was one of a 
great, reverberant longing. ‘‘There’s 
just this huge energy,’’ Sorenson told 
me, ‘‘with people saying, ‘We want 
to do something right now, we want 
to eff ect change in this election.’ ’’ 
They were hard to keep track of: 
who was with which group, what 
each one cared about, which groups 
were subgroups or affi  nity groups 
of other groups, which had national umbrella organizations and which 
didn’t, which terms of art groups preferred to describe their particular 
variety of leaderlessness. There were chapters and huddles and pods, 
and they used Google Forms or Google Docs or Eventbrites or Meetups. 
She found herself scrolling through endless Facebook commentaries in 
search of group moderators or other sources of provisional authority. 

She began to build her own Google Doc as a central storehouse for all 
the fugitive information. This color-coded document included but was not 
limited to, in no particular order, the following groups: 31st Street Swing 
Left; Code Blue; Indivisible Del Ray; Indivisible VA Assembly 42; Network 
NoVA; NOVANation Coalition; Sister District DC; Sister District Maryland; 
Swing Left; Together We Will NoVA; Vienna Neighbors United; VOTE 
MOB VA; WofA (We of Action); ACT Empowered; We ARE the People Who 
Stand Up; Loudoun 4 Women’s March on Washington; Hunter Mill Huddle; 
Arlington Huddle Action Network; Neighbors for a Blue Virginia; Ward 
3 Democrats; the Resurgent Left; Turn It Blue DC (formerly Swing Left 
NE DC); Dining for Democracy; #Citizen. Sorenson got a kick out of the 
names the groups had given themselves. She loved one called the Huddlery.

Sorenson’s list included the names of the principals, to which she 
often felt obligated to append the qualifi cation ‘‘(co-leader?)’’ or ‘‘(steer-
ing committee member?).’’ She documented their purpose, insofar as she 
could divine it; her perception of their viability (‘‘all talk no plans’’); and 
their willingness to help the Reid campaign to, as her own hashtag put it, 
#fl ip32blue. Each of the groups wanted Sorenson to make some kind of 
pitch for why they should direct their resources her way. Some, like Flip-
pable, had former campaign people on staff ; they just needed to hear the 

numbers and they’d mail a check. Others, like the West L.A. Democratic 
Club, asked her questions for an hour before saying no. Some had clear purity 
tests — ‘‘Will you take the no-PAC-money-ever pledge?’’ ‘‘Were you endorsed 
by Senator Sanders?’’ — and Sorenson’s campaign didn’t always check all the 
boxes. Others were concerned that she didn’t need the help badly enough.

Sorenson did her best to put her candidate and their campaign up for 
adoption in a way that made their specifi c requirements clear. It was going to 
be expensive, for one thing. They had to raise at least $400,000, or $500,000 
if she wanted her ‘‘Cadillac plan.’’ The map of Loudoun County is a Man-
delbrot set of nested subdivisions, and three of her precincts — the Villas, 
Lansdowne Woods and the Ashby Ponds retirement community — are 
gated and thus ‘‘unknockable,’’ which meant the campaign would have to 
double down on phone banking. This would require a lot of coordination. 
Running against a seven-year incumbent, Reid also faced a huge defi cit in 
name recognition, which meant that early preparatory canvassing was just 
as important as a late turnout eff ort.

Money and time would always be the hardest asks, but while Sorenson 
was still neck-braced and understaff ed, there were plenty of basic start-up 
tasks to complete. One outfi t off ered to make the campaign an easily updat-
able website. Another sent a member to take photographs, which saved the 
campaign $700. Sorenson off handedly mentioned that it would be nice to 
have a spreadsheet itemizing all of Tag Greason’s votes in his seven years 
in the House of Delegates — bill number, how he voted, why it matters. 
She had it within hours. Yet another organization delivered print-at-home 
postcards that recalled classic Americana, marked with parks and schools 
and polling places; she wanted people to keep in mind that the 32nd dis-
trict was an actual place. She loved the postcards, even if she had to send 
repeated reminders about which disclosures were necessary to make them 
compliant with campaign-fi nance law. 

It wasn’t lost on her that some of the work being done was redundant, 
and that some of her interactions required more eff ort than they ultimately 
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returned, but Sorenson understood that the new spirits were fragile. She 
tried to remind herself that each group brought its own perspective or 
talent, even as her attempt to outline their special characteristics revealed a 
litany of special needs. One group was part of a Jewish organization and thus 
couldn’t canvass on Saturdays. Another one wanted to know how to get over 
to Loudoun without paying tolls, and many of its members were older and 
needed printed directions or car pools. But Sorenson’s willingness to keep 
track of and accommodate all these preferences gave her word-of-mouth 
fame. No research trial  — volunteer-coordination software, fund-raising 
by text message — was too small or bug-ridden for her to disdain, and she 
joked that she was fi rst in every line to serve as a guinea pig.

In June, Shaun Daniels, then an executive director of an infl uential PAC 
called Win Virginia, told me, ‘‘No one anywhere is working with more 
outside groups than Kathryn.’’ Democratic politics had entered a new era 
of experimentation, he said, and ‘‘this here is ground zero.’’

BY THE MIDDLE of June, Sorenson had hired a fi eld director 
and a fi eld organizer, both from the Clinton campaign. They chose the 
weekend of June 24 for their earnest summer opener — a ‘‘Weekend of 
Action’’ — in part because it coincided with a Network NoVA event called 
the Women’s Summit. This daylong happening brought together partic-
ipants from across the pop-up group universe to hear speeches from 35 
of the House of Delegate candidates left standing after the Democratic 
primaries the week before. These primaries had delivered a remarkable 
slate — most of them fi rst-time candidates, a majority of them women, 
including many from the working class and many of color. Sorenson did 
not feel competitive, and had great warmth for her colleagues in other 
races, but she knew that some of the pop-up groups would be tempted 
to exchange Reid for a candidate of greater charisma or a more diverse 
background, like the sheep farmer in a nearby district. She didn’t want her 
outside collaborators to forget that they joined up with her (and Reid’s) 
eff ort early and for good reasons. 

The other salient election was the 
recent runoff  between Jon Ossoff  
and Karen Handel in Georgia’s Sixth 
Congressional District. Sorenson 
herself was not disposed to draw 
any big lessons from Ossoff ’s defeat, 
which she was by nature unable to 
regard as a leading indicator on the 
president, or the Democratic Party, 
or the role of outside patrons. It 
seemed to her that the campaign 
was waged about as well as it could 
have been in a district that was close 
to impossible for a Democrat to win. 
For many of her volunteers, however, 
the loss felt like a dispiriting prelude 
to what was supposed to be a stirring 
campaign kickoff . 

Early in the morning, a crowd of 
campaign staff  members, longstand-
ing volunteers and outside irregulars 
milled around Reid’s home in antic-
ipation of their canvassing shifts. 
The family’s two shiba inus were 
underfoot, the coff ee table was dec-
orated with back issues of astrono-
my and archaeology magazines and 
the whole place smelled faintly but 
persistently of maple syrup. There 
were cars from Massachusetts and 
Missouri, and Reid joked more than 
once about how he kept meaning to 
give out an award for the person who 
traveled the farthest to be there. The 
volunteers were mostly women, and 

mostly middle-aged, and had come outfi tted for day hikes of moderate 
exertion. Whenever one of them was asked which group, if any, she had 
come with, there was a perceptible pause as she thought about the profu-
sion of mailers in her inbox and posts in her Facebook feed. 

Those there for the fi rst time were nervous about how they would be 
greeted. A woman from Vienna, Va., named Francesca, in capri-length cargo 
pants, sturdy boots and a beaded necklace, raised her hand. She had come 
on behalf of half a dozen groups. ‘‘Am I going to look like a carpetbagger, 
or should I say that I care so much that I came here from elsewhere?’’

Reid looked to Sorenson before responding. ‘‘Nobody will ask you 
because you look like the district — it’s pretty diverse here. We joke that 
we give an award for the person who came the furthest. All of this, here, it’s 
really starting to make a diff erence.’’ The volunteers were shuff led through 
a brief orientation, which was longer on Reid’s biography — a foster child 
who was the fi rst in his family to go to college; a local businessman who 
sent his daughters to the public schools; a retired Navy Reserve intelligence 
offi  cer who gave 23 years of service to his country — than it was on his posi-
tions. But the point of the summer canvass was deliberately introductory.

Francesca, the woman from Vienna, cleared a space for me in her clut-
tered minivan. She’d worked on clean-energy policy, she told me en route, 
but her entire department was recently eliminated. We passed a new data 
center across from a data center under construction. She delivered an 
impassioned monologue as she tried to pay attention to the GPS; she had 
an air of spiky distraction, as if stopping to scowl at news alerts while 
watching a TV show. ‘‘Now the Klan is out in Charlottesville when they 
take down the Confederate monuments. Just the other day I went to the 
website of the Southern Poverty Law Center for the fi rst time in my life. It’s 
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intersectionality. If aff luent people like me aren’t caring about Black Lives 
Matter, well — it kind of opened my eyes. We can’t ever not be engaged 
again. It’s like the Founding Fathers’ idea of the yeoman government. My 
progressive friends, they’re on Facebook but they’re not out canvassing 
and phone-banking. There’s nothing else going on in ’17, and there’s all 
this pent-up energy.’’ 

Francesca said she had gone to the Women’s Summit the previous 
morning and left exhilarated, but  what she took away from the conference 
wasn’t wholly clear. Each delegate emphasized the importance of gerry-
mandering, and health care, and school funding, and rural broadband, and 
the state of the roads. If the national Democratic Party really was in crisis, 
torn between cultural politics and pocketbook issues, it certainly wasn’t 
visible at the summit. The biggest applause line of the day came from 
Danica Roem, a transgendered former journalist and ‘‘freshman member 
of the Democratic Party’’ who won a surprise victory in a four-way primary 
in District 13, to the south. ‘‘My opponent,’’ she said with national-stage 
charisma, ‘‘cares more about where I go to the bathroom than how you get 
to work!’’ Francesca, however, seemed to have little interest in low-stakes 
issues like the offi  ce vacancies on Manassas Drive. ‘‘We’re literally fi ghting 
for our democracy,’’ she said. ‘‘It’s ‘Handmaid’s Tale.’ ’’ 

We got out to canvass in a subdivision of modest fl agpoled homes on 
branching cul-de-sacs. Francesca traipsed over people’s lawns and rapped 
hard on doors. The hit rate with canvassing is always low, and over two 
hours on a hot and cloudless Sunday, we encountered only half a dozen 
families at home.

In the few conversations Francesca did have, she was invariably friendly 
and polite, but her pitch about Reid was mostly that he was a great guy; 
every once in a while she remembered to say that he was in favor of full-day 
kindergarten districtwide or distance-based tolls on the Dulles Greenway. 
In her one extended interaction, a young mother began by saying that 
her family cared above all about full-day kindergarten. She had only ever 
voted in presidential elections, she admitted, but then managed, over the 
course of fi ve minutes, to convince herself that she was wrong to do so. 

‘‘I don’t vote in the local but I guess I really need to now,’’ she said.
‘‘Well, I was never out canvassing before, either!’’ Francesca said.
Some volunteers I accompanied were more careful to stay off  lawns, 

or more fl uent in the local issues, or had greater experience with the 
mechanics of political campaigns; some remembered that a ‘‘1’’ on the vot-
er-information sheet meant most likely to vote for David Reid, while others 
were sure that great enthusiasm was recorded with a ‘‘5.’’ On the record, 
they were always positive about their huddles and steering committees, 
even if off  the record they wondered whether the welter of organizations 
meant duplicative or otherwise-ineffi  cient resource allocation. No one, 
however, seemed frustrated by the fact that they reached only a handful 
of voters, or discouraged from making a return trip.

By the end of the weekend, more than 40 volunteers had knocked on more 
than 2,500 doors. Sorenson rarely allowed herself to be thrilled by anything, 
but she conceded some satisfaction that these were patently terrifi c results. 
This wasn’t to say that everything had gone smoothly. When canvassing was 
over, Sorenson checked the campaign’s email account to fi nd a restrained 
but irate message from a community member, upset that his home’s ‘‘no 
soliciting’’ sign was ignored. The volunteer stood and argued about the First 
Amendment. The voter leaned Republican, he continued, but had always 
voted on both sides of the aisle, and from what he knew about David Reid, 
he was interested. This encounter, however, had cost them his vote. 

This didn’t sound to Sorenson like one of her own people. She looked 
up the planned itineraries of one of the outside groups — an organization 
dedicated to voter-suppression issues — and found that it must have been 
someone from its camp. Sorenson wasn’t sure there was much she could 
do. ‘‘They have a diff erent list, and a diff erent script, and diff erent priorities. 
We tell our people in training not to get into constitutional battles, but 
each group does its own thing.’’ 

The interaction was, Sorenson thought, a bummer, but she couldn’t 
aff ord to dedicate any more time to it just then. She had email to answer, 
and as she took out her phone, I looked down at mine. There was a news 
alert that the Supreme Court had upheld part of Trump’s travel ban, and 
I read it aloud. At fi rst Sorenson didn’t seem to know what I was talking 
about. Then she said: ‘‘Oh, him. I can’t even worry about him. I can’t even 
think about him.’’ She was late for another call, this one with the group that 
had the wrong compliance box on their folksy print-at-home postcards. 
It lasted an hour.

IT IS NEVER easy to assess a campaign’s progress, particularly 
one that is likely to be won or lost by a few hundred votes, but over the 
summer the Reid campaign appeared to have cultivated a meaningfully 
committed base, among local voters and elsewhere. A San Francisco group 
called the Sister District Project, which pairs volunteers in deeply blue or 
red districts with campaigns in purple ones and had quickly become one 
of Sorenson’s most useful and beloved allies, had helped them set up an 
Amazon Wish List. Now far-fl ung supporters could buy them toner or 
printer paper. They handily outraised Delegate Greason for the month of 
June — $53,000 to his $39,000 — with fi ve and a half times as many total 
contributions and 12 times as many grass-roots donors. Greason was still 
up $36,000 in cash on hand, but there was almost certainly enough time 
to close that gap, especially since the Reid campaign had raised enough 
money to hire a fi nance director, a young woman who had worked on the 
Ohio senatorial campaign; she would save Sorenson countless trips to 
the Post Offi  ce and the bank. On the third weekend in July, Sorenson was 
working from home when she checked the campaign’s Facebook page and 
saw a photo of some 30-odd canvassers, 20 of them from the group that 
had done the campaign’s website. ‘‘I was like, Holy cow, you usually see 
those numbers later in the year.’’ By the end of August they’d visited 32,556 
doors. The House Democratic Caucus looked at their stats and decided to 
award them two additional paid positions.

The major development was an unexpected shift in the dynamics at the 
top of the ticket. The governor and the state’s two senators were Demo-
crats; the pipe dream for November 2017 was to bring the State Legislature 
into line. In August, however, the Republican gubernatorial candidate — 
a former lobbyist, R.N.C. chairman and all-around establishment fi gure 
named Ed Gillespie — hired an erstwhile Trump campaign operative and 
reinvented himself in the president’s image. He began to speak out against 
the removal of Confederate monuments and in favor of the travel ban. 
He spoke about the danger of ‘‘sanctuary cities,’’ even though Virginia has 
none, and ran campaign ads about Latino gang violence that prompted a 
rare public rebuke from Obama. 

It was hard to tell how this aff ected Sorenson’s race, though the summer 
poll wasn’t good; Reid was down by seven.  But the race, Sorenson knew, was 
always going to come down to turnout. The weekend after Labor Day would 
hopefully set the tone for the fall, when, with any luck, 
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 on the evening of Sept. 
20, 2015, Basim Razzo 
sat in the study of his 
home on the eastern 
side of Mosul, his face 
lit up by a computer 

screen. His wife, Mayada, was already upstairs in 
bed, but Basim could lose hours clicking through 
car reviews on YouTube: the BMW Alpina B7, 
the Audi Q7. Almost every night went like this. 
Basim had long harbored a taste for fast rides, 
but around ISIS- occupied Mosul, the auto show-
rooms sat dark, and the family car in his garage 
— a 1991 BMW — had barely been used in a year. 
There simply was nowhere to go.

The Razzos lived in the Woods, a bucol-
ic neighborhood on the banks of the Tigris, 
where marble and stucco villas sprawled amid 
forests of eucalyptus, chinar and pine. Cafes 
and restaurants lined the riverbanks, but ever 
since the city fell to ISIS the previous year, 
Basim and Mayada had preferred to enter-
tain at home. They would set up chairs pool-
side and put kebabs on the grill, and Mayada 
would serve pizza or Chinese fried rice, all 
in an effort to maintain life as they’d always 
known it. Their son, Yahya, had abandoned his 
studies at Mosul University and fled for Erbil, 
and they had not seen him since; those who 
left when ISIS took over could re- enter the 
caliphate, but once there, they could not leave 
— an impasse that stranded people wherever 
they found themselves. Birthdays, weddings 
and graduations came and went, the celebra-
tions stockpiled for that impossibly distant 
moment: liberation.

Next door to Basim’s home stood the near-
ly identical home belonging to his brother, 
Mohannad, and his wife, Azza. They were almost 
certainly asleep at that hour, but Basim guessed 
that their 18-year-old son, Najib, was still up. A 
few months earlier, he was arrested by the ISIS 
religious police for wearing jeans and a  T-shirt 
with English writing. They gave him 10 lashes 
and, as a further measure of humiliation, clipped 
his hair into a buzz cut. Now he spent most of 
his time indoors, usually on Facebook. ‘‘Some-
day it’ll all be over,’’ Najib had posted just a few 
days earlier. ‘‘Until that day, I’ll hold on with all 
my strength.’’

Sometimes, after his parents locked up for 
the night, Najib would fi sh the key out of the 
cupboard and steal over to his uncle’s house. 
Basim had the uncanny ability to make his neph-
ew forget the darkness of their situation. He 
had a glass-half-full exuberance, grounded in 
the belief that every human life — every setback 
and success, every heartbreak and triumph — 
is written by the 40th day in the womb. Basim 
was not a particularly religious man, but that 
small article of faith underpinned what seemed 

to him an ineluctable truth, even in wartime 
Iraq: Everything happens for a reason. It was 
an assurance he off ered everyone; Yahya had 
lost a year’s worth of education, but in exile he 
had met, and proposed to, the love of his life. 
‘‘You see?’’ Basim would tell Mayada. ‘‘You see? 
That’s fate.’’

Basim had felt this way for as long as he could 
remember. A 56-year-old account manager at 
Huawei, the Chinese multinational telecommu-
nications company, he studied engineering in the 
1980s at Western Michigan University. He and 
Mayada lived in Portage, Mich., in a tiny one- 
bedroom apartment that Mayada also used as 
the headquarters for her work as an Avon rep-
resentative; she started small, off ering makeup 
and skin cream to neighbors, but soon expand-
ed sales to Kalamazoo and Comstock. Within a 
year, she’d saved up enough to buy Basim a $700 
Minolta camera. Basim came to rely on her ability 
to impose order on the strange and the mundane, 
to master eff ortlessly everything from Yahya’s 
chemistry homework to the alien repartee of fac-
ulty picnics and Rotary clubs. It was fate. They 
had been married now for 33 years.

Around midnight, Basim heard a thump from 
the second fl oor. He peeked out of his offi  ce and 
saw a sliver of light under the door to the bed-
room of his daughter, Tuqa. He called out for her 
to go to bed. At 21, Tuqa would often stay up late, 
and though Basim knew that he wasn’t a good 
example himself and that the current conditions 
aff orded little reason to be up early, he believed 
in the calming power of an early- to- bed, early- 
to- rise routine. He waited at the foot of the stairs, 
called out again, and the sliver went dark.

It was 1 a.m. when Basim fi nally shut down the 
computer and headed upstairs to bed. He settled 
in next to Mayada, who was fast asleep.

Some time later, he snapped awake. His shirt 
was drenched, and there was a strange taste — 
blood? — on his tongue. The air was thick and 
acrid. He looked up. He was in the bedroom, but 
the roof was nearly gone. He could see the night 
sky, the stars over Mosul. Basim reached out and 
found his legs pressed just inches from his face 
by what remained of his bed. He began to panic. 
He turned to his left, and there was a heap of 
rubble. ‘‘Mayada!’’ he screamed. ‘‘Mayada!’’ It was 
then that he noticed the silence. ‘‘Mayada!’’ he 
shouted. ‘‘Tuqa!’’ The bedroom walls were miss-
ing, leaving only the bare supports. He could see 
the dark outlines of treetops. He began to hear 
the faraway, unmistakable sound of a woman’s 
voice. He cried out, and the voice shouted back, 
‘‘Where are you?’’ It was Azza, his sister- in- law, 
somewhere outside.

‘‘Mayada’s gone!’’ he shouted.
‘‘No, no, I’ll fi nd her!’’
‘‘No, no, no, she’s gone,’’ he cried back. 

‘‘They’re all gone!’’

LATER THAT SAME day, the American- led coali-
tion fi ghting the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 
uploaded a video to its YouTube channel. The clip, 
titled ‘‘Coalition Airstrike Destroys Daesh VBIED 
Facility Near Mosul, Iraq 20 Sept 2015,’’ shows 
spectral black-and-white night- vision footage of 
two sprawling compounds, fi lmed by an aircraft 
slowly rotating above. There is no sound. With-
in seconds, the structures disappear in bursts of 
black smoke. The target, according to the cap-
tion, was a car-bomb factory, a hub in a network 
of ‘‘multiple facilities spread across Mosul used 
to produce VBIEDs for ISIL’s terrorist activities,’’ 
posing ‘‘a direct threat to both civilians and Iraqi 
security forces.’’ Later, when he found the video, 
Basim could watch only the fi rst few frames. He 
knew immediately that the buildings were his 
and his brother’s houses.

The clip is one of hundreds the coalition has 
released since the American- led war against the 
Islamic State began in August 2014. Also posted 
to Defense Department websites, they are pre-
sented as evidence of a military campaign unlike 
any other — precise, transparent and unyielding. 
In the eff ort to expel ISIS from Iraq and Syria, the 
coalition has conducted more than 27,500 strikes 
to date, deploying everything from Vietnam- era 
 B-52 bombers to modern Predator drones. That 
overwhelming air power has made it possible 
for local ground troops to overcome heavy resis-
tance and retake cities throughout the region. 
‘‘U.S. and coalition forces work very hard to be 
precise in airstrikes,’’ Maj. Shane Huff , a spokes-
man for the Central Command, told us, and as 
a result ‘‘are conducting one of the most precise 
air campaigns in military history.’’

American military planners go to great lengths 
to distinguish today’s precision strikes from the 
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air raids of earlier wars, which were carried out 
with little or no regard for civilian casualties. 
They describe a target- selection process ground-
ed in meticulously gathered intelligence, techno-
logical wizardry, carefully designed bureaucratic 
hurdles and extraordinary restraint. Intelligence 
analysts pass along proposed targets to ‘‘targe-
teers,’’ who study   3-D computer models as they 
calibrate the angle of attack. A team of lawyers 
evaluates the plan, and — if all goes well — the 
process concludes with a strike so precise that it 
can, in some cases, destroy a room full of enemy 
fi ghters and leave the rest of the house intact.

The coalition usually announces an airstrike 
within a few days of its completion. It also pub-
lishes a monthly report assessing allegations of 
civilian casualties. Those it deems credible are 
generally explained as unavoidable accidents 
— a civilian vehicle drives into the target area 
moments after a bomb is dropped, for example. 
The coalition reports that since August 2014, it 
has killed tens of thousands of ISIS fi ghters and, 
according to our tally of its monthly summaries, 
466 civilians in Iraq.

Yet until we raised his case, Basim’s family 
was not among those counted. Mayada, Tuqa, 

Mohannad and Najib were four of an unknown 
number of Iraqi civilians whose deaths the 
coalition has placed in the ‘‘ISIS’’ column. Esti-
mates from Airwars and other nongovernmen-
tal organizations suggest that the civilian death 
toll is much higher, but the coalition disputes 
such fi gures, arguing that they are based not on 
specifi c intelligence but local news reports and 
testimony gathered from afar. When the coali-
tion notes a mission irregularity or receives an 
allegation, it conducts its own inquiry and pub-
lishes a sentence- long analysis of its fi ndings. 
But no one knows how many Iraqis have simply 
gone uncounted.

Our own reporting, conducted over 18 
months, shows that the air war has been sig-
nifi cantly less precise than the coalition claims. 
Between April 2016 and June 2017, we visited 
the sites of nearly 150 airstrikes across north-
ern Iraq, not long after ISIS was evicted from 
them. We toured the wreckage; we interviewed 
hundreds of witnesses, survivors, family mem-
bers, intelligence informants and local offi  cials; 
we photographed bomb fragments, scoured 
local news sources, identifi ed ISIS targets in the 
vicinity and mapped the destruction through 
satellite imagery. We also visited the American 
air base in Qatar where the coalition directs the 
air campaign. There, we were given access to the 
main operations fl oor and interviewed senior 
commanders, intelligence offi  cials, legal advis-
ers and civilian- casualty  assessment experts. We 
provided their analysts with the coordinates and 
date ranges of every airstrike — 103 in all — in 
three ISIS- controlled areas and examined their 
responses. The result is the fi rst systematic, 
ground- based sample of airstrikes in Iraq since 
this latest military action began in 2014. 

We found that one in fi ve of the coalition 
strikes we identifi ed resulted in civilian death, 
a rate more than 31 times that acknowledged by 
the coalition. It is at such a distance from offi  cial 
claims that, in terms of civilian deaths, this may 
be the least transparent war in recent American 

The New York Times Magazine

HE WAS IN THE 

BEDROOM, 

BUT THE ROOF 

WAS NEARLY 

GONE. 

HE COULD SEE 

THE NIGHT SKY,

THE STARS 

OVER MOSUL. 

Left: From Basim Razzo. Above: Giles Price/Institute, for The New York Times.

Basim Razzo and his home before the airstrike. Opening pages: The home after the strike.



history. Our reporting, moreover, revealed a con-
sistent failure by the coalition to investigate claims 
properly or to keep records that make it possible 
to investigate the claims at all. While some of the 
civilian deaths we documented were a result of 
proximity to a legitimate ISIS target, many others 
appear to be the result simply of fl awed or out-
dated intelligence that confl ated civilians with 
combatants. In this system, Iraqis are considered 
guilty until proved innocent. Those who survive 
the strikes, people like Basim Razzo, remain 
marked as possible ISIS sympathizers, with no 
discernible path to clear their names.

BASIM WOKE UP in a ward at Mosul General Hos-
pital, heavy with bandages. He was disoriented, 
but he remembered being pried loose from the 
rubble, the neighbors’ hands all over his body, 
the backhoe serving him down to the earth, the 
fl ashing lights of an ambulance waiting in the 
distance. The rescuers worked quickly. Everyone 
knew it had been an airstrike; the planes could 
return at any minute to fi nish the job.

In the hospital, Basim was hazily aware of 
nurses and orderlies, but it was not until morn-
ing that he saw a familiar face. Mayada’s brother 
placed a hand on his shoulder. When Basim asked 
who in his home survived, he was told: nobody. 
The blast killed Mayada and Tuqa instantly. A 
second strike hit next door, and Mohannad and 

Najib were also dead. Only Azza, Najib’s mother, 
was alive, because the explosion had fl ung her 
through a second- story window.

With his hip shattered, his pubic bone broken 
and his back and the sole of his left foot studded 
with shrapnel, Basim would need major surgery. 
But no hospital in Mosul, or anywhere in the 
caliphate, had the personnel or equipment to 
carry it out. The only hope was to apply for per-
mission to temporarily leave ISIS territory, which 
required approval from the surprisingly complex 
ISIS bureaucracy. A friend put in the paperwork, 
but the ISIS representative denied the request. 

‘‘Let him die,’’ he told Basim’s friend. 
‘‘There were four martyrs. Let him be 
the fi fth.’’

Basim was moved to his parents’ 
home on the city’s southern side. For 
two days, close friends and family 
members streamed in, but he hard-
ly registered their presence. On the 
third day, he found himself able to sit 
up, and he began fl ipping through the 
pictures on his phone. One of the last 
was taken the evening before the attack: 
Tuqa grinning in the kitchen, clutching 
a sparkler. For the fi rst time, he began 
to sob. Then he gathered himself and 
opened Facebook. ‘‘In the middle of the 
night,’’ he wrote, ‘‘coalition airplanes 
targeted two houses occupied by inno-
cent civilians. Is this technology? This 
barbarian attack cost me the lives of my 
wife, daughter, brother and nephew.’’ 

Suddenly, it was as if the whole city 
knew, and  messages poured in. Word 
fi ltered to local sheikhs, imams and 
businessmen. Basim’s own fate was 
discussed. Favors were called in, and 
a few weeks later, ISIS granted Basim 
permission to leave the caliphate. There 
was one condition: He must put up the 
deed to some of his family’s proper-
ty, which would be seized if he did 
not return. Basim feared traveling to 

Baghdad; whoever targeted his home might still 
believe him to be part of ISIS. Turkey seemed like 
his only option, and the only way to get there 
was to cross the breadth of Islamic State lands, 
through Syria.

For Basim, the next few days passed in a haze. A 
hired driver lowered him into a GMC Suburban, 
its rear seats removed to accommodate the mat-
tress on which he reclined. They drove through 
the Islamic State countryside, past shabby villages 
and streams strewn with trash. In the afternoon, 
they reached Mount Sinjar, where a year earlier, 
Yazidi women were carted off  by ISIS and sold 
into slavery. ‘‘I’m sorry, I have to go fast now,’’ the 
driver said, revving up the engine until they were 
tearing through at 100 m.p.h. Yazidi guerrillas 

were now taking refuge in the highlands and 
were known to take aim at the traffi  c down below. 

The country opened up into miles and miles 
of featureless desert. Basim could not distin-
guish the small Syrian towns they passed but 
was aware of reaching Raqqa, the capital of the 
caliphate, and being lifted by a team of pedestri-
ans and moved to a second vehicle. Soon a new 
driver was rushing Basim along darkened fi elds 
of wheat and cotton on narrow, bone- jarring 
roads. At times, the pain in his hip was unbear-
able. They stopped to spend the night, but he 
did not know where. At dawn, they set out again. 
After a while, the driver reached under his seat 
and produced a pack of cigarettes, forbidden in 
the caliphate. Basim was alarmed, but the driver 
began to laugh. ‘‘Don’t worry,’’ he said. ‘‘We’re 
now in Free Syrian Army territory.’’ 

Before long, the traffi  c slowed, and they were 
weaving through streets crowded with refugees 
and homeless children and Syrian rebels. Basim 
was pushed across the border on a wheelchair. 
Waiting on the Turkish side, standing by an 
ambulance, was his son. Weeping, Yahya bent 
down to embrace his father. They had not seen 
each other in a year.

Basim spent the next two months in and out 
of a bed at the Special Orthopedic Hospital in 
Adana, Turkey. In the long hours between oper-
ations, when the painkillers aff orded moments 
of lucidity, he tried to avoid ruminating on his 
loss. He refused to look at photos of his house, 
but occasionally at fi rst, and then obsessively, 
he began replaying his and Mayada’s actions in 
the days and weeks before the attack, searching 
for an explanation. Why was his family target-
ed? Some friends assumed that an ISIS convoy 
had been nearby, but the video showed nothing 
moving in the vicinity. What it did show was 
two direct hits. ‘‘O.K., this is my house, and this 
is Mohannad’s house,’’ he recalled. ‘‘One rocket 
here, and one rocket there. It was not a mistake.’’

Basim’s shock and grief were turning to anger. 
He knew the Americans; he had lived among 
them. He had always felt he understood them. 
He desperately wanted to understand why his 
family was taken from him. ‘‘I decided,’’ he said, 
‘‘to get justice.’’

BASIM BELONGS TO one of Mosul’s grand old 
families, among the dozens descended — the 
story goes — from 40 prophets who settled the 
baking hot banks of the Tigris, opposite the 
ancient Assyrian metropolis of Nineveh. Though 
the city they founded has since acquired a rep-
utation for conservatism, Basim could remem-
ber a time of cosmopolitan fl air. When he was 
growing up, domed Yazidi shrines and arched 
Syriac Orthodox churches stood nearly side by 
side with mosques and minarets; cafes in the 
evenings fi lled with hookah smoke and students 
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Tuqa Razzo on the night before the airstrike.



steeped in Iraq’s burgeoning free-verse poetry 
movement. On Thursdays, visitors could fi nd 
bars, clubs and raucous all-night parties or head 
to the Station Hotel, built in the central railway 
depot, where travelers liked to congregate for 
a drink (and where, to her eternal amusement, 
Agatha Christie once met the manager, a Syrian 
Christian named Satan). The wealthy tended to 
sympathize with the old monarchy or national-
ist causes, but the working- class neighborhoods, 
particularly the Kurdish and Christian quarters, 
were bastions of Communist support. Islamic 
fundamentalism was nearly unheard- of, a bizarre 
doctrine of the fringe.

In the 1970s, as Saddam Hussein consolidat-
ed power, Mosul’s pluralism began to erode, 
but Basim would not be around long enough to 
witness its disappearance. He left for England 
in 1979 and soon made his way to the United 
States. Settling into Michigan life was easy. Basim 
bought a Mustang, fi gured out health insurance, 
barbecued, went to cocktail parties and dated a 
woman he met in England. This development 
alarmed his parents, who began to pester him 
to settle down and suggested that he marry his 
cousin Mayada. He resisted at fi rst, but the allure 
of making a life with someone from back home 
proved too great. He married Mayada in 1982, 
in a small ceremony at his uncle’s home in Ann 
Arbor, Mich., in front of a dozen people.

As the oldest son, Basim felt increasingly con-
cerned about his aging parents, so in 1988, he 
and Mayada made the diffi  cult decision to move 
back home permanently. The city they returned 
to had undergone a shocking transformation. The 
Iran- Iraq war was winding down, but at a cost of 
as many as half a million dead Iraqis. The political 
alternatives of Basim’s youth were gone: Com-
munism had long since been crushed, and Arab 
nationalism had lost its luster under Hussein’s 
Baathist dictatorship.

Instead, people increasingly described their 
suff ering in the language of faith. The culture was 
transforming before Basim’s eyes; for the fi rst 
time, Mayada wrapped herself in a head scarf. 
Not long after, small networks of religious funda-
mentalists began appearing in Mosul, preaching 
to communities devastated by war and United 
Nations sanctions.

Then, in 2003, the United States invaded. One 
night just a few months afterward, the Americans 
showed up at the Woods and took over a huge 
abandoned military barracks across the street 
from Basim’s property. The next morning, they 
started cutting down trees. ‘‘They said, ‘This is 
for our security,’ ’’ Basim recalled. ‘‘I said, ‘Your 
security doesn’t mean destruction of the forest.’ ’’ 
Walls of concrete and concertina wire started 
to appear amid the pine and chinar stands. The 
barracks became a Joint Coordination Center, or 
J.C.C., where American troops worked with local 

We visited the locations of near-

ly 150 airstrikes across northern 

Iraq, seeking to determine which 

air force launched them and whom 

they killed. The American- led 

coalition now acknowledges that 

it was the ‘‘probable’’ source of 

many more of those strikes than 

previously disclosed. Here are the 

stories of some of the victims.

A. K. and A. G.

LOST IN THE WRECKAGE

Ahmed al- Layla tried to persuade his parents to escape from 

Mosul with his sister, Eaman, and join him in Erbil, but they were 

stubborn. His father, Mohammed Tayeb al- Layla (below left), a 

former dean of engineering at Mosul University, refused to aban-

don his prized library, shelf after shelf of books on engineering 

and soil mechanics. As the Iraqi Army approached, neighbors 

told us, several ISIS fighters broke into the home, climbed to 

the roof and assumed sniper positions. Ahmed’s father raced 

up in pursuit, with Ahmed’s mother, Dr. Fatima Habbal (below 

right), a prominent gynecologist, close behind. Not long after, 

an airstrike flattened the home, killing the snipers, along with 

Ahmed’s parents and sister.

Dhubat, eastern Mosul
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security forces. Basim came to know some of the 
Americans; once, before the center acquired 
internet access, he helped a soldier send email 
to his mother back home. Sometimes he would 
serve as an impromptu translator.

Across Iraq, the American invasion had 
plunged the country into chaos and spawned 
a nationalist resistance — and amid the social 
collapse, the zealots seized the pulpit. Al Qaeda 
in Iraq recruited from Mosul’s shanty towns and 
outlying villages and from nearby provincial 
cities like Tal Afar. By 2007, sections of Mosul 
were in rebellion. By then, the Americans had 
expanded the mission of the J.C.C., adding a cen-
ter where Iraqis could fi le compensation claims 
for the injury or death of a loved one at the hands 
of American forces.

When the Americans withdrew in 2011, 
Basim felt as if almost everyone he knew har-
bored grievances toward the occupation. That 
same year, on one of his customary rambles 
around the internet, Basim came upon a TEDx 
Talk called ‘‘A Radical Experiment in Empathy’’ 
by Sam Richards, a sociology professor at Penn 
State. Richards was asking the audience to imag-
ine that China had invaded the United States, 
plundered its coal and propped up a kleptocratic 
government. Then he asked the audience to put 
themselves in the shoes of ‘‘an ordinary Arab 
Muslim living in the Middle East, particularly 
in Iraq.’’ He paced across the stage, scenes from 
the Iraq confl ict playing behind him. ‘‘Can you 
feel their anger, their fear, their rage at what has 
happened to their country?’’ 

Basim was transfi xed. He’d never seen an 
American talk this way. That night, he wrote an 
email. ‘‘Dear Dr. Richards, my name is Basim 
Razzo, and I am a citizen of Iraq,’’ he began. He 
described how Iraqis had celebrated the over-
throw of Hussein but then lost hope as the war 
progressed. ‘‘Radical Islamists grew as a result 
of this war, and many ideas grew out of this war 
which we have never seen or heard before,’’ he 
said. ‘‘I thank you very much for your speech to 
enlighten the American public about this war.’’

Richards invited Basim to begin speaking 
to his classes over Skype, and a friendship 
blossomed. Years later, Richards saw Basim’s 
Facebook post describing the attack and ran it 
through Google Translate. He and his wife spent 
hours messaging with Basim, trying to console 
him. In the end, Richards had signed off , ‘‘This 
American friend of yours, this American brother, 
sends you a virtual hug.’’

Now, as Basim lay in bed in the Special Ortho-
pedic Hospital in Adana, he found his thoughts 
returning to the old Joint Coordination Center 
next to his house in Mosul and the condolence 
payments they used to off er. He knew that he 
would never recover the full extent of his losses, 
but he needed to clear his name. And he wanted 

an accounting. He decided that as soon as he 
recuperated, he would seek compensation. It was 
the only way he could imagine that an Iraqi civil-
ian might sit face to face with a representative of 
the United States military.

THE IDEA THAT civilian victims of American wars 
deserve compensation was, until recently, a rad-
ical notion fl oating on the edges of military doc-
trine. Under international humanitarian law, it is 
legal for states to kill civilians in war when they 
are not specifi cally targeted, so long as ‘‘indis-
criminate attacks’’ are not used and the number 
of civilian deaths is not disproportionate to the 
military advantage gained. Compensating vic-
tims, the argument went, would hinder the state’s 
ability to wage war. Even the Foreign Claims Act, 
the one American law on the books that allows 
civilians to be compensated for injury or death 
at the hands of United States military personnel, 
exempts losses due to combat.

Over the years, however, war planners have 
come to see strategic value in payments as a 
good-will gesture. During the Korean War, Amer-
ican commanders sometimes off ered token cash 
or other gifts to wronged civilians, in a nod to 
local custom. These payments were designed to 

be symbolic expressions of condolence, not an 
offi  cial admission of wrongdoing or compensa-
tion for loss. During the Iraq and Afghanistan 
confl icts, war planners began to focus more seri-
ously on condolence payments, seeing them as a 
way to improve relations with locals and forestall 
revenge attacks. Soon, American forces were dis-
bursing thousands of dollars yearly to civilians 
who suff ered losses because of combat opera-
tions, for everything from property damage to 
the death of a family member.

Because the military still refused to consid-
er the payments as compensation for loss, the 
system became capricious almost by design. 
Rebuilding a home could cost hundreds of 
thousands of dollars, on top of several thou-
sands’ worth of furniture and other possessions. 

Medical bills could amount to thousands of dol-
lars, especially for prostheses and rehabilitation. 
Losing government documents, like ID cards, 
could mean years of navigating a lumbering 
bureaucracy. The American condolence system 
addressed none of this. Payouts varied from 
one unit to the next, making the whole process 
seem arbitrary, mystifying or downright cruel to 
recipients: Payouts in Afghanistan, for example, 
ranged from as little as $124.13 in one civilian 
death to $15,000 in another.

In 2003, an activist from Northern California 
named Marla Ruzicka showed up in Baghdad 
determined to overhaul the system. She found-
ed Civic, now known as the Center for Civilians 
in Confl ict, and collected evidence of civilians 
killed in American military operations. She dis-
covered not only that there were many more than 
expected but also that the assistance eff orts for 
survivors were remarkably haphazard and arbi-
trary. Civic championed the cause in Washington 
and found an ally in Senator Patrick J. Leahy of 
Vermont. In 2005, Ruzicka was killed by a sui-
cide blast in Baghdad, but her eff orts culminated 
in legislation that established a fund to provide 
Iraqi victims of American combat operations 
with nonmonetary assistance — medical care, 
home reconstruction — that served, in practice, 
as compensation.

When the Americans withdrew in 2011, how-
ever, all condolence programs went defunct, and 
they were not revived when the United States 
began the war against ISIS in 2014. The Marla 
Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims Fund itself — the only 
program specifi cally designed to aid war victims 
still in eff ect — has turned to other priorities and 
no longer provides assistance to civilian survi-
vors of American combat operations. When we 
asked the State Department whether civilian 
victims of American airstrikes could turn to the 
Marla Fund for assistance, they were unable to 
provide an answer.

The two most recent military spending bills 
also authorized millions of dollars for condo-
lence payments, but the Defense Department 
has failed to enact these provisions or even pro-
pose a plan for how it might disburse that money. 
In fact, in the course of our investigation, we 
learned that not a single person in Iraq or Syria 
has received a condolence payment for a civilian 
death since the war began in 2014. ‘‘There real-
ly isn’t a process,’’ a senior Central Command 
offi  cial told us. ‘‘It’s not that anyone is against it; 
it just hasn’t been done, so it’s almost an aspira-
tional requirement.’’

With Mosul and Raqqa now out of ISIS con-
trol, the coalition is ‘‘not going to spend a lot 
of time thinking about’’ condolence payments, 
said Col. John Thomas, a spokesman for Central 
Command. ‘‘We’re putting our eff orts into com-
munity safety and returning refugees to some 
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sort of home.’’ While assisting civilian victims is 
no longer a military priority, some authorities 
appear to remain concerned about retaliation. 
About a year after the strike on Basim’s house, his 
cousin Hussain Al- Rizzo, a systems- engineering 
professor at the University of Arkansas at Little 
Rock, received a visit from an F.B.I. agent. The 
agent, he said, asked if the deaths of his relatives 
in an American airstrike made him in his ‘‘heart 
of hearts sympathize with the bad guys.’’ Hussain, 
who has lived in the United States since 1987, was 
stunned by the question. He said no.

IN LATE DECEMBER 2015, after three operations, 
Basim moved to Baghdad to live with Yahya in 
a fi ve- bedroom house next door to his nephew 
Abdullah, Mohannad’s oldest son. Eight screws 
were drilled into his left hip, a titanium plate sta-
bilized his right hip and a six-inch scar mapped 
a line across his abdomen. His pain was unre-
mitting. He was out of work and had little more 
than the clothes he took when escaping Mosul. 
His computer, the photo albums, the wedding 
gifts Mayada had packed for Yahya — all of it was 
buried under rubble.

Basim channeled his frustrations into proving 
his case to the Americans. With a quiet compul-
siveness, he scoured the web, studying Google 
Earth images. He asked a niece, still living inside 
Mosul, to take clandestine photographs of the 
site, including close-ups of bomb fragments. He 
inventoried his lost possessions. He contacted 
everyone he’d met who might have links to the 
American authorities: acquaintances from Mich-
igan, his cousins in Arkansas, a relative who was 
an assistant professor at Yale University. His best 
hope was Sam Richards, the professor at Penn 
State: One of his former students was an adviser 
to Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign, and 
she helped him get an appointment at the United 
States Embassy in Baghdad.

On a rainy Sunday in February 2016, Yahya 
drove Basim to the perimeter of the Green Zone 
in downtown Baghdad. He proceeded into the 
fortifi ed compound by walker and then boarded 
a minibus for the embassy, carrying a nine-page 
document he had compiled. Because there was 
no established mechanism for Iraqi victims to 
meet American offi  cials, his appointment was 
at the American Citizen Services section. He 
pressed against the window and showed the 
consular offi  cer his dossier. One page contained 
satellite imagery of the Razzo houses, and others 
contained before- and- after photos of the destruc-
tion. Between them were photos of each victim: 
Mayada sipping tea, Tuqa in the back yard, Najib 
in a black-and-white self- portrait and a head shot 
of Mohannad, an engineering professor, his aca-
demic credentials fi lling the rest of the page. The 
most important issue, Basim had written, was 
that his family was now ‘‘looked at as members of 
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When ISIS left a mortar in Qaiyara’s rail yard, a local informant 

passed on the coordinates for an airstrike. The strikes hit the 

rail yard (above), but ISIS had moved on. Instead, the homes 

of Salam al-  Odeh and Aaz- Aldin Muhammad Alwan were hit. 

Salam’s wife, Harbia, hung on until she reached the hospital, 

where she told her relatives what happened, then died of her 

injuries. A few weeks later, her son Musab died of his wounds, 

too. Of the eight people living in the two homes struck, only 

Rawa (below), who was 2, survived.

Downtown Qaiyara
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ISIS’’ by the Iraqi authorities. This threatened to 
be a problem, especially after the city’s liberation.

The consular offi  cer, who spoke to us on the 
condition of anonymity, was moved. ‘‘I have peo-
ple coming in every day that lie to me, that come 
with these sob stories,’’ the offi  cer remembered 
telling him, ‘‘but I believe you.’’ When Basim 
emerged onto the street, the rain was beating 
down, and a passer- by held out an umbrella as 
he hobbled to a taxi.

Two months passed, and Basim heard nothing. 
He wrote to the offi  cer and reattached the report, 
asking for an update, but he received no reply. He 
tried again the next month and was told that his 
case had been ‘‘forwarded.’’ Then more silence.

We fi rst met Basim not long after, in the spring 
of 2016, in a quiet cafe in Baghdad’s Mansour 
district. Basim’s cousin’s wife, Zareena Grewal, 
the Yale professor, had written an  Op-Ed in The 
New York Times about the attack. We had already 
been investigating the larger problem of civilian 
airstrikes for several months, so we contacted 
him to learn more about his story. Nearly half 
the country was still under ISIS control, and all 
along Mansour’s palm- shaded sidewalks were 
the resplendent bursts of militia fl ags and posters 
of angelic- looking young men who had fallen on 
the front. Around the city, residents were living 
under a pall of suspicion that they were Islamic 
State sympathizers, a target for rogue militias and 
vengeful security forces, and Basim was eager 
to move north to Erbil. This was another reason 
he was determined to meet the Americans — 
not only for compensation but also for a letter 
attesting to their mistake, to certify that he did 
not belong to ISIS. ‘‘We’ll hear something soon,’’ 
Basim assured us.

But as the summer months came and went, 
still without word, Basim’s confi dence began 
to waver. In September, nearly a year after the 
airstrike, he tried emailing the embassy again. 
This time he received a response: ‘‘The recipient’s 
mailbox is full and can’t accept messages now. 
Please try resending this message later, or contact 
the recipient directly.’’ (The consular offi  cer later 
told us that when Basim’s case was referred to a 
military attorney, the attorney replied, ‘‘There’s 
no way to prove that the U.S. was involved.’’)

In November, we wrote to the coalition our-
selves, explaining that we were reporters work-
ing on an article about Basim. We provided 
details about his family and his eff orts to reach 
someone in authority and included a link to the 
YouTube video the coalition posted immediately 
after the strike. A public- aff airs offi  cer respond-
ed, ‘‘There is nothing in the historical log for 20 
SEP 2015,’’ the date the coalition had assigned to 
the strike video. Not long after, the video disap-
peared from the coalition’s YouTube channel. We 
responded by providing the GPS coordinates of 
Basim’s home, his emails to the State Department 
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In early 2016, an ISIS patrol forced its way into the home of 

Rafi al- Iraqi (below, with his children), demanding the family’s 

cellphones. Sama (right), Rafi’s 10-year-old daughter, burst 

into tears and produced her mother’s phone, which contained 

negative messages about ISIS that she had recently sent to her 

sister in Erbil. Rafi and his wife were arrested and interrogated, 

but only he was released. When Rafi asked about his wife, he 

was told, ‘‘We’ll bring her to you.’’ Not long after, the family 

received her bullet- riddled body. Almost precisely a year later, 

at the height of the Mosul offensive, an airstrike leveled Rafi’s 

house and two others next door. Only Rafi, his mother and his 

12-year-old son, Mohammed (far left), survived.

Al-Zirai, eastern Mosul
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and an archived link to the YouTube video, which 
unlike the videos on the Pentagon’s website allow 
for comments underneath — including those that 
Basim’s family members left nearly a year before.

‘‘I will NEVER forget my innocent and dear 
cousins who died in this pointless airstrike,’’ 
wrote Aisha Al- Rizzo, Tuqa’s 16-year-old cousin 
from Arkansas.

‘‘You are murderers,’’ wrote Basim and 
Mohannad’s cousin Hassan al- Razzo. ‘‘You kill 
innocents with cold blood and then start creating 
justifi cation.’’

‘‘How could you do that?’’ wrote another rel-
ative. ‘‘You don’t have a heart.’’

Over the coming weeks, one by one, the coali-
tion began removing all the airstrike videos from 
YouTube.

THE COALITION’S AIR war in Iraq is directed 
largely from the Combined Air Operations 
Center, quartered inside Al- Udeid Air Base in 
the desert outskirts of Doha, Qatar. As a shared 
hub for the Qatari Air Force, the British Royal 
Air Force and the United States Air Force and 

Central Command, among others, Udeid hosts 
some of the longest runways in the Middle East, 
as well as parking lots full of hulking  KC-135 Stra-
totanker refueling planes, a huge swimming pool 
and a Pizza Hut. An alarm blares occasional high- 
temperature alerts, but the buildings themselves 
are kept so frigid that aviators sometimes wear 
extra socks as mittens.

When we visited in May, several uniformed 
offi  cials walked us through the steps they took 
to avoid civilian casualties. The process seemed 
staggeringly complex — the wall-to-wall moni-
tors, the soup of acronyms, the army of lawyers 
— but the impressively choreographed opera-
tion was designed to answer two basic questions 
about each proposed strike: Is the proposed 
target actually ISIS? And will attacking this ISIS 
target harm civilians in the vicinity?

As we sat around a long conference table, the 
offi  cers explained how this works in the best-case 
scenario, when the coalition has weeks or months 

to consider a target. Intelligence streams in from 
partner forces, informants on the ground, elec-
tronic surveillance and drone footage. Once the 
coalition decides a target is ISIS, analysts study 
the probability that striking it will kill civilians in 
the vicinity, often by poring over drone footage 
of patterns of civilian activity. The greater the 
likelihood of civilian harm, the more mitigating 
measures the coalition takes. If the target is near 
an offi  ce building, the attack might be resched-
uled for nighttime. If the area is crowded, the 
coalition might adjust its weaponry to limit the 
blast radius. Sometimes aircraft will even fi re a 
warning shot, allowing people to escape targeted 
facilities before the strike. An offi  cial showed us 
grainy night- vision footage of this technique in 
action: Warning shots hit the ground near a shed 
in Deir al- Zour, Syria, prompting a pair of white 
silhouettes to fl ee, one tripping and picking him-
self back up, as the cross hairs follow.

Once the targeting team establishes the risks, 
a commander must approve the strike, taking 
care to ensure that the potential civilian harm is 
not ‘‘excessive relative to the expected military 
advantage gained,’’ as Lt. Col. Matthew King, the 
center’s deputy legal adviser, explained.

After the bombs drop, the pilots and other 
offi  cials evaluate the strike. Sometimes a civilian 
vehicle can suddenly appear in the video feed 
moments before impact. Or, through studying 
footage of the aftermath, they might detect signs 
of a civilian presence. Either way, such a report 
triggers an internal assessment in which the coa-
lition determines, through a review of imagery 
and testimony from mission personnel, whether 
the civilian casualty report is credible. If so, the 
coalition makes refi nements to avoid future civil-
ian casualties, they told us, a process that might 
include reconsidering some bit of intelligence or 
identifying a fl aw in the decision- making process.

Most of the civilian deaths acknowledged by 
the coalition emerge from this internal reporting 
process. Often, though, watchdogs or journal-
ists bring allegations to the coalition, or offi  cials 
learn about potential civilian deaths through 
social media. The coalition ultimately rejects 
a vast majority of such external reports. It will 
try to match the incident to a strike in its logs 
to determine whether it was indeed its aircraft 
that struck the location in question (the Iraqi Air 
Force also carries out strikes). If so, it then scours 
its drone footage, pilot videos, internal records 
and, when they believe it is warranted, social 
media and other open- source information for 
corroborating evidence. Each month, the coa-
lition releases a report listing those allegations 
deemed credible, dismissing most of them on the 
grounds that coalition aircraft did not strike in 
the vicinity or that the reporter failed to provide 
suffi  ciently precise information about the time 
and place of the episode. (The coalition counts 

both aircraft and artillery attacks in its strike fi g-
ures; we excluded artillery attacks.)

In the eyes of the coalition, its diligence on 
these matters points to a dispiriting truth about 
war: Supreme precision can reduce civilian casu-
alties to a very small number, but that number 
will never reach zero. They speak of every one 
of the acknowledged deaths as tragic but utterly 
unavoidable. ‘‘We’re not happy with it, and we’re 
never going to be happy with it,’’ said Thomas, 
the Central Command spokesman. ‘‘But we’re 
pretty confi dent we do the best we can to try to 
limit these things.’’

Because so much of this process is hidden — 
through March, the coalition released only one 
internal investigation from Iraq, a strike that hit a 
civilian vehicle in the Hatra district southwest of 
Mosul — its thoroughness is diffi  cult to evaluate 
independently. The pre- eminent organization 
that seeks to do so is Airwars, a nonprofi t based 
in London that monitors news reports, accounts 
by nongovernmental organizations, social- media 
posts and the coalition’s own public statements. 
Airwars tries to triangulate these sources and 
grade each allegation from ‘‘fair’’ to ‘‘disputed.’’ 
As of October, it estimates that up to 3,000 Iraqi 
civilians have been killed in coalition airstrikes 
— six times as many as the coalition has stated 
in its public summaries. But Chris Woods, the 
organization’s director, told us that Airwars itself 
‘‘may be signifi cantly underreporting deaths in 
Iraq,’’ because the local reporting there is weaker 
than in other countries that Airwars monitors.

The coalition sees the same problem but draws 
the opposite conclusion. In a September opin-
ion article in Foreign Policy, with the headline 
‘‘Reports of Civilian Casualties in the War Against 
ISIS Are Vastly Infl ated,’’ Lt. Gen. Stephen J. 
Townsend, the coalition’s former top command-
er, wrote: ‘‘Our critics are unable to conduct the 
detailed assessments the coalition does. They 
arguably often rely on scant information phoned 
in or posted by questionable sources.’’

Counting civilian deaths in war zones 
has always been a diffi  cult and controversial 
endeavor. The Iraq Body Count project, which 
sought to record civilian deaths after the 2003 
invasion using techniques similar to Airwars, 
was fl ooded with criticism for both under-
counting and overcounting. The Lancet, a med-
ical journal, published studies based on surveys 
of Iraqi households that detractors alleged were 
not statistically sound. Human Rights Watch 
and Amnesty International have conducted 
ground investigations, but usually for only a 
handful of strikes at a time. Yet the coalition, 
the institution best placed to investigate civilian 
death claims, does not itself routinely dispatch 
investigators on the ground, citing access and 
security concerns, meaning there has not been 
such a rigorous ground investigation of this 
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air war — or any American- led air campaign 
— since Human Rights Watch analyzed the 
civilian toll of the NATO bombing in Kosovo, 
a confl ict that ended in 1999.

In our interview at the base, Lt. Gen. Jeff rey 
Harrigian, commander of the United States Air 
Forces Central Command at Udeid, told us what 
was missing. ‘‘Ground truth, that’s what you’re 
asking for,’’ he said. ‘‘We see what we see from 
altitude and pull in from other reports. Your 
perspective is talking to people on the ground.’’ 
He paused, and then off ered what he thought it 
would take to arrive at the truth: ‘‘It’s got to be a 
combination of both.’’

INVESTIGATING CIVILIAN HARM on the ground 
is diffi  cult but not impossible. Last spring, we 
began our own eff ort, visiting Iraqi cities and 
towns recently liberated from ISIS control. Ulti-
mately, we selected three areas in Nineveh Prov-
ince, traveling to the location of every airstrike 
that took place during ISIS control in each — 103 
sites in all. These areas encompassed the range of 
ISIS- controlled settlements in size and popula-
tion makeup: downtown Shura, a small provincial 
town that was largely abandoned during periods 
of heavy fi ghting; downtown Qaiyara, a subur-
ban municipality; and Aden, a densely packed 
city neighborhood in eastern Mosul. The sample 
would arguably provide a conservative estimate 
of the civilian toll: It did not include western 
Mosul, which may have suff ered the highest num-
ber of civilian deaths in the entire war. Nor did 
it include any strikes conducted after December 
2016, when a rule change allowed more ground 
commanders to call in strikes, possibly contrib-
uting to a sharp increase in the death toll.

The areas we visited had undergone intense 
attacks of all kinds over the previous two years: 
airstrikes, sniper fi re, mortars, rockets, impro-
vised explosive devices, demolitions by ISIS, 
demolitions by anti- ISIS vigilantes and more. Our 
approach required mapping each area, identify-
ing the sites that had been struck from the air 
and excluding those damaged by Iraqi forces in 
close- quarters ground combat. 

Finally, we determined who or what had been 
hit. In addition to interviewing hundreds of wit-
nesses, we dug through the debris for bomb 
fragments, tracked down videos of airstrikes in 
the area and studied before- and- after satellite 
imagery. We also obtained and analyzed more 
than 100 coordinate sets for suspected ISIS sites 
passed on by intelligence informants. We then 
mapped each neighborhood door to door, iden-
tifying houses where ISIS members were known 
to have lived and locating ISIS facilities that could 
be considered legitimate targets. We scoured the 
wreckage of each strike for materials suggesting 
an ISIS presence, like weapons, literature and 
decomposed remains of fi ghters. We verifi ed 

every allegation with local administrators, secu-
rity forces or health offi  cials.

In Qaiyara’s residential district, where small 
wheat- colored homes sit behind low concrete 
walls, one or two structures had been reduced 
to rubble on almost every block. We went to all 
of them. A signifi cant part of our eff orts involved 
determining which air force — Iraqi or coalition 
— carried out each strike. Either way, according 
to offi  cial accounts, the air war in Qaiyara was 
remarkably precise: The coalition has stated that 
it killed only one civilian in or near the town, 
while the Iraqi Air Force has not acknowledged 
any civilian deaths in the area.

It was soon clear that many more had died. 
We visited one house that stood partly intact but 
for the rear alcove, which had been pancaked. 
A woman stepped out from the front of the 

structure, three children orbiting her. She told 
us her name, Inas Hamadi. ‘‘My children died 
here,’’ she said. ‘‘It happened so quickly.’’ One of 
the surviving children, Wiham, 11, remembered 
waking up to the sound of aircraft and running 
under the stairs to hide with her six siblings and 
cousins. Then the house was struck, collapsing 
the staircase onto them. Riam, 8, and Daoud, 5, 
did not survive. ‘‘Daoud’s body was full of shrap-
nel,’’ Wiham said. ‘‘Riam had a hole beside her 
ear and a hole in her brain. She looked around 
and was dizzy.’’

The strike was witnessed by neighbors, who 
helped rescue the children. Everyone agreed 
that the target was most likely the hospital or a 
pair of homes on the next street, all of which had 
been commandeered by ISIS. We collected the 
names and photographs of the dead and checked 

A bombed-out home in Qaiyara.



53The New York Times Magazine

satellite imagery to confi rm the date range of 
the strike. The deaths were never reported, were 
never recorded in any public database and were 
not investigated by the coalition.

We continued in this fashion, door to door. 
What we found was sobering: During the two 
years that ISIS ruled downtown Qaiyara, an 
area of about one square mile, there were 40 
airstrikes, 13 of which killed 43 civilians — 19 
men, eight women and 16 children, ages 14 or 
younger. In the same period, according to the 
Iraqi federal police, ISIS executed 18 civilians in 
downtown Qaiyara.

In Shura and Aden, we found a similar dis-
crepancy between the number of civilian deaths 
on the ground and the number reported by 
the coalition. Through dozens of interviews at 
each site in all three locations, along with our 

house-to-house mapping, we tried to determine 
the reasons behind each airstrike that killed 
civilians. Coalition offi  cials say ISIS fi ghters 
embedded in the population, making it diffi  cult 
to avoid hitting civilians nearby. This appeared 
to be the case for about one-third of the deadly 
strikes — for example, a September 2016 strike 
on an ISIS- occupied primary school in Shura that 
killed three civilians in the vicinity.

But in about half of the strikes that killed civil-
ians, we could fi nd no discernible ISIS target 
nearby. Many of these strikes appear to have 
been based on poor or outdated intelligence. 
For example, last fall we visited a bombed- out 
house on the edge of Qaiyara, near the rail yard. 
It belonged to the family of Salam al- Odeh; 
neighbors and relatives told us the family had 
been sleeping one night when they awoke to 
the shudder of an airstrike nearby. Sometimes 
strikes came in pairs, so Salam’s wife, Harbia, 
scooped up their baby, Bara, and ran out the 
door. Salam scrambled to save his other children 
— his daughter, Rawa, and his sons, Musab and 
Hussein. But then a second strike hit. Salam, the 
baby and Hussein were killed instantly. His wife 
hung on until she reached the hospital, where 
she told her relatives what happened, but then 
died from her injuries. A few weeks later, Musab 
died of his wounds too. Only Rawa, who was 2, 
survived. Several months later, we found the per-
son who called in the strike, one of the coalition’s 
main  sources in Qaiyara, a local Iraqi offi  cial 
we are not identifying for his safety. He told us 
that while on a walk one day, he spotted an ISIS 
mortar under a clump of trees near the rail yard 
and transmitted the coordinates. (Neighbors also 
told us that ISIS had occupied and then aban-
doned a house in the area a year earlier, which a 
diff erent informant may have told the coalition 
about.) By the time the information made its way 
to the coalition and it decided to act, the mortar 
had been moved.

Such intelligence failures suggest that not all 
civilian casualties are unavoidable tragedies; 
some deaths could be prevented if the coali-
tion recognizes its past failures and changes 
its operating assumptions accordingly. But in 
the course of our investigation, we found that it 
seldom did either.

In June, for example, we visited an electri-
cal substation occupying several blocks of the 
Aden neighborhood in eastern Mosul. On the 
evening of April 20, 2015, aircraft bombed the 
station, causing a tremendous explosion that 
engulfed the street. Muthana Ahmed Tuaama, a 
university student, told us his brother rushed into 
the blaze to rescue the wounded, when a second 
blast shook the facility. ‘‘I found my brother at 
the end of the street,’’ he said. ‘‘I carried him.’’ 
Body parts littered the alleyway. ‘‘You see those 
puddles of water,’’ he said. ‘‘It was just like that, 

but full of blood.’’ We determined that at least 18 
civilians died in this one attack and that many 
more were grievously wounded. News of the 
strike was picked up by local bloggers, national 
Iraqi outlets and ISIS propaganda channels and 
was submitted as an allegation to the coalition by 
Airwars. Months later, the coalition announced 
the results of its investigation, stating that there 
was ‘‘insuffi  cient evidence to fi nd that civilians 
were harmed in this strike.’’ Yet even a cursory 
internet search off ers signifi cant evidence that 
civilians were harmed: We found disturbingly 
graphic videos of the strike’s aftermath on You-
Tube, showing blood- soaked toddlers and chil-
dren with their legs ripped off .

A key part of the coalition’s investigation 
process is to match civilian casualty accusations 
against its own logs. Chris Umphres, an Air Force 
captain at Udeid who assesses allegations of civil-
ian casualties, told us that military investigators 
possess the coordinates of ‘‘every single strike 
conducted by coalition forces,’’ crucial informa-
tion unavailable to the typical journalist. ‘‘We 
have 100 percent accountability of where all of 
our weapons are employed.’’

We found this to not always be the case. For 
every location we visited, we submitted GPS coor-
dinates to determine whether it was the coalition 
or the Iraqi Air Force that bombed the site. At 
fi rst, the coalition told us it did not have the time 
or the staff  to check more than a handful of the 
coordinates. But eventually, a team of Air Force 
analysts at Udeid agreed to compare the dates 
and coordinates of each of the 103 sites in our 
sample with those the coalition had recorded in 
its airstrike log. If a strike in our sample occurred 
within 50 meters of a strike that was recorded in 
the logs, they classifi ed it as a ‘‘probable coalition 
airstrike,’’ while assessing those outside this range 
— that is, anything more than a couple of house- 
lengths away — as ‘‘unlikely.’’

By this measure, 30 of the 103 strike sites in 
the sample we submitted are probable coalition 
strikes. But other evidence suggests that the coa-
lition was responsible for many more. Human 
rights organizations have repeatedly found dis-
crepancies between the dates or locations of 
strikes and those recorded in the logs. In one 
instance, the coalition deemed an allegation 
regarding a strike in the Al- Thani neighborhood 
of Tabqa, Syria, on Dec. 20, 2016, as ‘‘not cred-
ible,’’ explaining that the nearest airstrike was 
more than a kilometer away. After Human Rights 
Watch dispatched researchers to the ground and 
discovered evidence to the contrary, the coali-
tion acknowledged the strike as its own.

We found many such discrepancies. For 
instance, the Air Force analysts said it was 
unlikely that the coalition had struck Qai-
yara’s water- sanitation facility because the 
logs recorded the nearest (Continued on Page 68)
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n the offi  ces of Barstool Sports, on two fl oors of a narrow building in the 
Flatiron district of Manhattan, there’s a full bar, a semicircle of sticky 
leather recliners and a wall of fl at-screen televisions. Almost every other 
bit of square footage on the editorial fl oor is occupied by a dude at work 
— dudes carrying props, dudes spitting tobacco juice into plastic bottles, 
dudes typing up blog posts and tracking page views. The center of the 
space, marked by a giant menorah, operates as a full-time modular studio, 
pumping out all sorts of content: Barstool produces a Sirius XM radio show 
(soon to be a whole channel), a growing list of podcasts and up to 90 blog 
posts a day. The dudes who make this stuff  are uniformly young and white. 
In the three days I spent at Barstool headquarters, the only women I saw 
were Erika Nardini, the company’s chief executive; Asa Akira, the world-fa-
mous porn star who co-hosted a Barstool podcast; and the security guard.

On an overcast day in June, Dave Portnoy, Barstool’s wiry, 40-year-old 
founder — known to followers as El Presidente — stood shirtless in front of 
a green screen rapping, trying to recreate an Instagram video LeBron James 
had posted from the gym. At the other end of the offi  ce, a gaggle of dudes 
in impressively obscure jerseys hyped up a one-on-one basketball game 
between two bloggers called Smitty and Gay Pat. I sat down next to Noah 
Ives, a pale, slightly hunched intern, who was 21 and recently graduated 
from a communications program at Syracuse University. In decades past, 
Ives might have spent his summers at ESPN headquarters in Bristol, Conn., 
coiling wires and fetching coff ee. ‘‘ESPN was defi nitely on my mind when I 
got to college,’’ he told me. ‘‘But Barstool is just a cooler brand that people 
my age just respect more.’’ When I asked him what he meant by ‘‘respect,’’ 
Ives smirked and said: ‘‘The takes are just much more relatable. It’s like Pres 
says — Barstool is by the common man, for the common man.’’ He paused 
before adding: ‘‘ESPN is just spitting facts and political correctness.’’

Ives spoke the language of the culture war raging in sports media — a 
mix of marketing jargon and Bannon-lite populism directed, at all times, 
at the self-proclaimed Worldwide Leader in Sports, which stands accused 
of losing touch with the young bros whose attention it once owned. This 
is surely part of why, early this fall, ESPN announced ‘‘Barstool Van Talk,’’ 
a half-hour talk show that would air at 1 a.m. on a secondary channel and 
feature two of Barstool Sports’s most palatable personalities: Consciously 
or not, the network wanted to co-opt the resistance. 

But the day before the Oct. 17 premiere of ‘‘Van Talk,’’ Sam Ponder, host of 
ESPN’s ‘‘Sunday N.F.L. Countdown,’’ tweeted ‘‘Welcome to the ESPN family’’ 
to one of the show’s hosts — along with two screen captures of a Barstool 
blog post from 2014, in which Portnoy called her a ‘‘Bible-thumping freak’’ 
and wrote that her job’s ‘‘#1 requirement’’ was to ‘‘make men hard.’’ Other 
outlets, like USA Today’s For the Win blog,  surfaced audio from a Barstool 
show in which Portnoy calls on Ponder to be more ‘‘slutty.’’ Just six days 
after the fi rst episode aired, John Skipper, ESPN’s president, announced the 
cancellation of the show in a P.R. statement. ‘‘I erred,’’ he wrote, ‘‘in assuming 
we could distance our eff orts from the Barstool site and its content.’’

The cancellation sparked joy in sports media’s more progressive ranks, 
which tend to view Barstool with the same disdain that their colleagues in 
political news might view Breitbart or The Daily Caller. Skipper’s statement 
was, however, paying Portnoy a kind of compliment. Only two years ago, 
any business that wanted to partner with Barstool knew it would be part-
nering with the unfi ltered chauvinism that made Portnoy a minor celebrity 
in Boston, his hometown. Now the president of the biggest sports network 
in the world was admitting that he had believed there was a way to temper 
Barstool for a mainstream market. ‘‘Once upon a time, they’’ — ESPN — ‘‘were 

the coolest people in the room,’’ said Richard Deitsch, a media columnist for 
Sports Illustrated, in a podcast discussing the controversy. ‘‘That’s not the 
case in 2017. It’s the opposite. They are polarizing; people dislike them on 
all sides.’’ By partnering with Barstool, he said, they were trying ‘‘to associate 
themselves with who they believe are the cool kids in the room.’’

Portnoy says he doesn’t really think ESPN’s future depends on the 
implied politics of its on-air personalities, but he knows a branding 
opportunity when he sees one. And the entrenched narrative — that the 
once-irreverent network has fed its soul to the hounds of political correct-
ness and liberal fake news — is certainly an opportunity. As professional 
athletes have knelt for the national anthem, criticized the president and 
railed against police violence, ESPN has been repeatedly accused of being 
too sympathetic to them and too liberal for its own good. A company once 
built on an aggressively apolitical foundation has somehow become a locus 
of almost every imaginable type of political fi ght. As it has blundered its 
way through widely publicized incidents like Jemele Hill’s tweets about 
the president and the N.F.L., the sports-radio host Clay Travis has taken to 
calling the network ‘‘MSESPN’’; the reporter Britt McHenry has suggested 
that she was fi red from the network for professing her conservative beliefs. 
Whether these critiques are accurate seems largely irrelevant. Neither 
does it particularly matter that Portnoy and his cast of bloggers are largely 
liberal-leaning dudes from the breeding grounds of the coastal elite. There 
exists a swarm of angry sports fans who maintain that they do not want 
to talk about Colin Kaepernick or the national anthem, and Barstool has 
cleared a space for them to gather and talk, mostly, about just how much 
they don’t want to talk about politics. They claim to be an overlooked 
majority — the vast market ineffi  ciency that will richly reward anyone who 
will let them watch their games, memes and funny videos without having 
to feel bad about themselves. Barstool is their safe space.

So on a balmy day in October, Portnoy — who looks like Mark Zuckerberg 
after fi ve years of hard drinking and even harder tanning — called an ‘‘emer-
gency press conference’’ in his offi  ces to address the cancellation of ‘‘Van Talk.’’ 
Portnoy’s addresses to readers tend to ramble and veer off  on tangents, but 
they do so triumphantly. This one was no diff erent: He sidled up to a makeshift 
lectern made out of a water jug, stared straight into a camera and delivered 
an unapologetic seven-minute rant. ‘‘We’re not going to let Mickey Mouse 
push us around,’’ he said, referring to Disney, which owns ESPN. ‘‘There is 
actually nothing that ESPN could have done to illustrate’’ — he meant better
illustrate — ‘‘why we are rising and they are falling.’’

 
El Presidente, who grew up in Swampscott, Mass., an upper-middle-class 
suburb, isn’t the most obvious choice for a champion of the common man, 
but he does describe his own life as thoroughly, unceasingly average. He 
says he did O.K. in school and was an O.K. baseball player. He considers 
himself an average-looking guy. He attended the University of Michigan, 
where, he says, he had average fun with his average friends. His rise to 
prominence came not from his skills as a sports analyst but from his ability 
to sniff  out untapped markets. After graduating from Michigan in 1999, he 
worked in the sales department of a consulting fi rm in Boston but quickly 
tired of corporate life. He wanted to start his own business, preferably in the 
gambling scene. In 2003, on a trip to Las Vegas, he met with people in the 
online-gaming industry and found them desperate for places to advertise. 
Portnoy’s idea was to start a sports publication that might be attractive to 
poker advertisers — and because the only ad model that seemed viable at 

the time was in print, he planned to pass it out as a tabloid 
at T stops throughout Boston. 

Early in the decade, the only sports blogs with any sig-
nifi cant audience were Sports by Brooks — which mostly 
aggregated news — and the writer Bill Simmons’s column 
on AOL’s Digital City Boston. (I later worked for Simmons 
for three years at Grantland, the ESPN website where he was 
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editor in chief.) Portnoy revered Simmons and agreed with his assessment that 
Boston’s sports coverage, which was still centered in the column inches of The 
Globe and The Herald, had grown stale and out of touch with the common 
man. Not so for Portnoy: In an early mock-up, calling himself Devilfi sh Dave, 
he wrote that ‘‘the people at Barstool Sports are a bunch of average Joes, 
who like most guys love sports, gambling, golfi ng and chasing short skirts.’’  

Barstool went through the usual spate of early hardships, and there’s 
every chance that had it been born out of some actual journalistic ideal, it 
would have folded within the year. But Portnoy’s talent was for gathering 
feedback from readers and advertisers and tweaking his product accord-
ingly: ‘‘We could pivot really easily,’’ he told me, ‘‘and chase money.’’ The 
fi rst breakthrough came when a local photographer told Portnoy he should 
start putting photos of area women  on the tabloid’s covers — and off ered to 
take the pictures himself. (A version of this idea still exists on the website, 
under the title ‘‘Local Smokeshow of the Day.’’) Around the same time, 
Portnoy noticed that readers seemed to respond more to stories about 
drinking, women and gambling than day-to-day sports news. He sold ads 
to bars and breweries and catered more and more to a certain archetypal 
Boston bro — the type who puts on a collared shirt to get blackout drunk 
every weekend while ruefully cheering on the Red Sox. His writing voice 
fell into a distinct rhythm, half-cocked and prone to fi ts of anger. When he 
fi nally mustered up a web version of Barstool, it looked like a relic from the 
1990s and often crashed, but he called such inconveniences ‘‘the Barstool 
diff erence’’ — a sign, he maintained, of true authenticity.

By the time Barstool began publishing, Simmons had started a national 
column for ESPN and moved to Los Angeles to write for television. Portnoy 
had Boston to himself. ‘‘When Bill was writing on Digital Cities, he was 
reaching regular guys like me,’’ Portnoy told me. ‘‘I’m reaching the new me.’’ 

Whether he knew it or not, Portnoy was also building a modern online-media 
business well before its time — with low overhead, an investment in brand 
loyalty and diversifi ed revenue streams that could withstand fl uctuations in 
advertising. He started hawking T-shirts and merchandise on the site, another 
venture that fell prey to the Barstool diff erence; printing and shipping could 
take months. He built up a network of bloggers in other cities, like Dan Katz in 
Chicago and Kevin Clancy in New York — Big Cat and KFC, per their Barstool 
nicknames. When Portnoy realized that readers were more invested in these 
bloggers as personalities than in their opinions on sports, he began turning the 
site into a sort of online reality show: Every offi  ce argument and personal-life 
development was written up and fed to a growing legion of ‘‘Stoolies.’’

Part of what Barstool off ered these readers was escapism, something that 
retains a lot of power among sports fans who still see games as a nightly 
release from their responsibilities. The site’s enduring slogan, ‘‘Saturdays 
Are for the Boys,’’ promises a day free from girlfriends and wives. Search 
for the phrase on social media, and you’ll fi nd videos of Stoolies relaxing 
at beach houses, on boats or at tailgates, surrounded by nothing but shirt-
less men; in some, they actually push women out of the camera’s frame. 
Sports could also be a reprieve from offi  ce work. In his initial mock-up, in 
2003, Portnoy wrote that ‘‘we don’t take ourselves very seriously and view 
working at Barstool Sports as a way to avoid becoming slaves to cubicle 

life.’’ When Clancy, who calls himself ‘‘the king of average,’’ started writing 
Barstool New York, he was working as an accountant at Deloitte; when 
he saw that his tales of mind-numbing corporate boredom were getting 
traction with readers, he began writing a column called ‘‘Cubicle Chroni-
cles,’’ grumbling rancorously about everything from bad coff ee to the ‘‘fat 
secretary blasting Dominic the [expletive] Donkey’’ around Christmas.

The only thing the Stoolies wouldn’t do, it turned out, was ‘‘politics.’’ 
For the most part, Portnoy and his readers employed the time-honored 
bro tactic of saying they had no problem with anyone — until, of course, 
‘‘anyone’’ started complaining. A particularly illustrative example of this 
can be found in an article from 2009, in which a reader informed Portnoy 
about the ‘‘Fagbug,’’ an art installation aimed at raising awareness about 
homophobic violence. ‘‘I could give a [expletive] less if somebody is gay 
or not,’’ Portnoy responded, insisting that, much as he enjoyed the female 
anatomy, if another man preferred the male one, then ‘‘more power to him.’’ 
But what, he asked, was the point of the installation? ‘‘I thought gay dudes 
hated being called fags? Or is this like when a black person uses the N-word 
as a compliment?’’ He closed by saying all this ‘‘fag talk’’ reminded him of 
last night’s television: Did anyone else see Adam Lambert on ‘‘American 
Idol’’? Every line was aimed directly at dudes who, like Portnoy, would not 
identify as bigots, but who also scratched their heads at the weird tenden-
cies of anyone who wasn’t exactly like them, self-proclaimed common men.

By 2010, Barstool was doing well enough that Portnoy had an offi  ce in 
Milton, Mass., local pages for New York, Chicago and Philadelphia and a 
handful of employees, including the future YouTube megastar Jenna Mourey, 
a.k.a. Jenna Marbles. That year, he hired a local white rapper named Sammy 
Adams and set up a tour of New England colleges. ‘‘When we showed up 
on the campuses, they had our signs on their dorms, people were rushing 
after our bus,’’ he told me. ‘‘That was the fi rst time I really thought this might 
be bigger than I anticipated.’’

The following year, he started a nationwide party tour called ‘‘Barstool 
Blackout.’’ The college students who attended danced under blacklights and 
occasionally — the obvious implication — drank until they blacked out. (One 
of the slogans: ‘‘By the C- student, for the C- student.’’) It was Barstool’s fi rst 
real encounter with controversy. Early in 2012, students in the Boston area 
demonstrated against the Blackout Parties, claiming that they promoted 
rape culture and circulating Portnoy’s writings on the subject. ‘‘Just to make 
friends with the feminists,’’ he’d written on the site, ‘‘I’d like to reiterate that 
we don’t condone rape of any kind at our Blackout Parties in mid-January. 
However, if a chick passes out, that’s a gray area though.’’ And: ‘‘Though I 
never condone rape, if you’re a Size 6 and you’re wearing skinny jeans, you 
kind of deserve to be raped, right?’’ The parties, which were held at private 
spaces near campuses, went ahead as planned. Portnoy issued no retractions 
or apologies. ‘‘I think the controversy probably helped us,’’ he says now. ‘‘Our 
fans liked that we didn’t back down. They realized that I was on their side.’’

 
In January 2016, Portnoy stood in Times Square, dressed in a tuxedo and 
fl anked by Clancy, Katz and a Barstool editor, Keith Markovich. After a few bars 
of Frank Sinatra’s ‘‘New York, New York,’’ he made what he called a ‘‘shocking’’ 
announcement: ‘‘I am no longer the majority owner of Barstool Sports. We 
have taken investment from an investment company called Chernin Digital.’’ 
He went on to describe Peter Chernin — head of the Chernin Group, the for-
mer president of News Corporation and the Fox fi lm executive who greenlit 
‘‘Titanic’’ and ‘‘Avatar’’ — as a ‘‘big swinging [expletive] at the cracker factory,’’ 
and alluded to Barstool’s business and technological shortcomings, all of 
which would presumably be fi xed soon. ‘‘When you’re a young comedian in 
the ’80s,’’ he said, ‘‘and you graduate, right, you had to send your résumé to 
‘S.N.L.’ Five years, all these little kids, all these beautiful people — there’s only 
going to be one place to send their résumé: Barstool Sports.’’

In a blog post about the sale — which concluded with the coy 
signoff  ‘‘PS — I’m kinda rich now’’ — Portnoy 

‘OUR FANS LIKED THAT 

WE DIDN’T BACK DOWN. 

THEY REALIZED THAT 

I WAS ON THEIR SIDE.’

The New York Times Magazine
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family has its own sequence of nonnegotiable desserts during 
the holidays, and for mine, it’s a series of cakes. There is, with-
out fail, a reliable slab of sticky toff ee, packed with mashed, 
rehydrated dates, zapped under the broiler until its sauce of 
brown sugar and cream is bubbling furiously all along the top. 
My mother makes it, or I do, or my brother does. It doesn’t 
make a diff erence, because we all make it the same way. Then 
we eat it warm, with extra sauce on the side, picking back up 
on our endless conversation about the next day’s food plans, 
and the next day’s cake. 

No matter how late the night, how big the dinner, how jet-
lagged the out-of-town uncles and aunties, when a cake comes 
out, there’s a communal surge in appetite and spirits. Everyone 
has room for at least one piece. A cake is how we mark the 
rareness, the specialness, of time off  in one another’s company. 
This time of year, I’m eager to show my family that I care about 
them, to make them something delicious, but also, if I’m being 
honest, to take the occasional break from them. I make a sticky 
toff ee cake by heart, but then I’m drawn in by grander, more 
complicated cakes, by layered, frosted, patterned projects that 
reward my time and attention. Much like my family, baking is 
both a remedy for my stress and a source of it. 

My earliest understanding of this goes back to Anne Shir-
ley, of ‘‘Anne of Green Gables,’’ who at one point in the novel 
is sitting in the twilight of Prince Edward Island, goofi ng 
around with her best friend. She has plans to make a cake 
for guests the next day — fun! — but no, the task is giving 
her nightmares, visions of goblins, premonitions of disaster. 
‘‘I just grow cold when I think of my layer cake,’’ Anne says. 
‘‘Cakes have such a terrible habit of turning out bad, just when 
you especially want them to be good.’’ 

This is a piece of well-established cake logic, familiar to 
anyone who has baked for a special occasion, and no one 
illustrated it better than Lucy Maud Montgomery, who wrote 
‘‘Anne’’ more than 100 years ago. Though I never made the 
same mistake as Anne (swapping in a disgusting-tasting med-
icine for vanilla), I was responsible for all kinds of bad cakes 
when I fi rst started baking as a child, reckless and unsuper-
vised. There were warped, sloping cakes, speckled all over 
with hard pebbles of unsifted cocoa. There were inexplicably 
dense, fl abby and elastic cakes, some still trembling and raw 
at the center, or a bit too browned at the edges, or forgotten 
and burned, or stuck tight in an unlined, ungreased pan, 
scratched out and served in crumbling pieces. There was 

the occasional pretty cake, too, but it would be crushed in 
the fridge by a toppling container of leftovers, or balanced 
on the narrow sill of an open kitchen window (because isn’t 
that what they did in cartoons?) and demolished by the dog. 
The edible cakes would be cheered, regardless of how they 
looked, sliced and shared, gone by the end of the day. 

After I worked in restaurant kitchens, I learned to be 
more careful and precise, archiving all the tactile and visual 
reference points that would work like cues. I became good 
enough, at least, that I was enlisted to make birthday cakes 
for my friends. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that I became 
obsessed with a single-subject Tumblr account at this exact 
time. The site, called Doom Cakes, cataloged cakes that cast 
long, dark, menacing shadows in fi lms like ‘‘The Birds’’ and 
‘‘Ghosts of Girlfriends Past.’’ While I waited for yellow layers 
to cool in their tins, I’d watch Matthew McConaughey in a 
shiny waistcoat, struggling to hold up a structurally unsound 
four-tier wedding cake, and failing. The intricately decorat-
ed layers would splatter, fi nally, in extravagant chaos. Genre 
didn’t matter. In animation, thrillers and romantic comedies, 
a cake was vulnerable, and usually a sign of imminent disaster. 

These horrifying clips should have put me off , or slowed 
me down, but instead they propelled me to attempt more 
and more complicated techniques, and produce more elab-
orate cakes. A classic Opera cake for my mother’s birthday 
at home, the almond layers soaked in a boozy coff ee syrup. A 
strawberry-and-cream sandwich built in an acetate-lined ring, 
carried to friends in Prospect Park on a dangerously warm day. 
I took a thick roll of spongecake fi lled with yuzu curd to my 
boyfriend’s father in the hospital and left it on a plastic folding 
table with a note, and built a wobbly whirly-domed charlotte 
that was grotesquely beautiful, serving it after a lunch at home 
of salad and fried chicken. At a friend’s apartment in Brooklyn, 
I glazed a sheet cake layered with mint buttercream and choc-
olate ganache, piping tiny, unnecessary patterns all over it out 
of melted dark chocolate. What I found was that I baked well 
with a shiver of dread, that I liked the feeling of rushing ahead 
without knowing with any certainty that everything would turn 
out all right. Dread motivated me in the kitchen, in the same 
way a looming deadline motivated me at my laptop. 

When two of my closest friends in New York married, they 
didn’t ask me to make the cake, but they did give me the navy 
blue stand mixer they received as a wedding present. Before 
that, I did everything by hand, switching arms when I got tired, 
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or turning to an ancient, wheezing electric whisk that would 
bend if it met cold butter and whir to a halt after a minute or 
two. The stand mixer made me feel superhuman, taking over 
all the hard work of creaming fats and sugars, whisking stiff  
meringues, mixing boiling hot sugar syrups into buttercream. 

I still feel mildly anxious about making a beautiful cake, 
though it’s not necessary: If you read recipes a few times 
before you start, a cake is not, in fact, a mysterious adventure, 
revealing itself in snippets as you go. If it has been some 
time since you last baked, you can make sure you have all the 
ingredients ahead of time, and check the levels in your tin 
of baking powder and your pan sizes. The things that seem 
obvious now didn’t always. I occasionally take the temperature 
of my oven, to make sure it matches up with what’s on the 
dial (it usually doesn’t, and I adjust accordingly). I buy rolls 
of parchment paper to line the bottom of every pan. I use a 
digital scale and weigh everything out before I start. I let cakes 
cool, completely, before cutting or frosting them.

All year long, I’ve baked cakes I’ve read about on blogs and 
in books, and found my way to some favorites. A gingerbread 
cake, full of spice and warmth, doesn’t always need a frosting, 
Genevieve Ko reminded me. She makes a version with spelt 
fl our and rehydrated prunes, hot with ginger, cinnamon and 
clove, and fi nishes it with a dusting of cocoa powder. It’s 
excellent right away, particularly light and tender and full of 
fl avor, but it seemed to get even more mellow on Day 2. It 
came together quickly and required no decorating, simply 
taking on the curves of the Bundt pan. 

Helen Goh and Yotam Ottolenghi’s lemon cake, frosted 
with black-currant buttercream, had been in the back of my 
mind since this past summer. It looked simple enough, but 
cut open, revealed several bright vertical layers, like a kind of 
magic trick. The technique was unusual — instead of making 
a long, skinny jellyroll out of the large sponge, they cut the 
cake into three pieces, connecting them to make one shorter, 
thicker roll, and then sitting it upright. I followed the recipe 
at home, amazed. By then it was fall, so I replaced the black 
currants with frozen cranberries, and the tart frosting turned 
a beautiful shade of pink. 

Few recipe writers are as precise 
as Stella Parks, a former pastry chef 
whose instructions always fi ll me 
with a sense of clearheaded confi -
dence. The batter for her devil’s-food 
cake comes together in a single pot, 
without any special equipment. But 
to call it a dump-it cake would be a 
kind of disservice: It bakes into an 
exceptional, sturdy but somehow 
very tender chocolate cake, but-
tery with a soft edge of bitterness. 
Stacked in three layers, covered 
with a thick meringue frosting, then 
torched like a giant marshmallow, 
it’s one of those cakes that defi nes 
the genre of showstopper. 

I anticipate all kinds of minor 
catastrophes when my family gets 
together. I always do. This year, 
none of them have anything to do 
with cake.�  

‘‘When I first started baking in Melbourne, 
I made a simple chocolate cake, and it ended 
up on the front page of the weekend paper 
with the headline ‘‘World’s Best Chocolate Cake.’’ 
From then on, I had this cult following, and in 
a way, it was a lot of pressure. I didn’t have much 
experience, but it spurred me on to live up to 
this reputation.

I still have my practice as a psychologist in 
London; I also develop cakes for Ottolenghi, 
Yotam’s cafes in London. These have to be 
visually appealing, cut neatly and keep well 
in the window, because it’s an unrefrigerated 
counter. When Yotam rang me up, saying we 
needed more color in our cookbook, I had the 
idea that the best way to get color into a 
cake would be fruit. (My mother used to say, 
‘‘Fruit is God’s candy.’’) 

I had seen a vertical-stripe technique before, 
and it isn’t difficult to do, once you get your 
head around it. The thing with this spongecake is 
to separate the yolks and whites. The meringue 
uses a little sugar, because if you whip it without 
sugar, it gets airy and dry. With sugar, you get 
a very glossy, slightly denser meringue, and when 
you fold it into the batter, it doesn’t break down 
as much. It’s strong but light, and still airy from the 
meringue. It’s quite a rich cake to eat. When 
you roll it up, sometimes the seam finishes really 
neatly, and sometimes it doesn’t, depending on 
the exact pan size you use. But I don’t worry about 
it too much: The buttercream covers it all up.’’

H E L E N  G O H

Photograph by Davide Luciano for The New York Times Illustration by Cynthia Kittler 

Co-author of the cookbook ‘‘Sweet,’’ 
with Yotam Ottolenghi

Interviews by Tejal Rao

1
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‘‘I’ve been making cakes since I was a child; 
we had a babysitter who would come over to 
the house with a box of cake mix and a tub 
of frosting, and we had a blast making cakes. 
By the time I was 9 or 10, I was ready to 
graduate from a mix and make them myself. 
I got super into it, and I made my first wedding 
cake, for money, at 16. I can remember the 
sheer terror of delivering it: My dad drove, 
and I was allowed to sit on the floor of the 
van with the cake, unbuckled, in case the 
layers moved around. This was what led me 
to culinary school, to a baking-and-pastry 
program, to restaurants. I thought, I want to 
really figure this out, because this is so fun 
I could do it forever. 

Historically, a devil’s-food cake would have 
been a chocolate cake made with all butter, 
egg yolks, hot coffee and cocoa powder. A lot 
of cakes use the creaming method, because 
there’s so much sugar and butter that the 
batter is really dense, by nature. The way the 
ratio of mine is formulated, it’s not that 
dense, which means it doesn’t have the deep 
need for aeration that some batters do. 
I didn’t intend to develop a one-pot recipe, 
but that’s how it evolved.’’

2

S T E L L A PA R K S

Author of the cookbook ‘‘BraveTart’’
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‘‘I grew up in a Chinese-American family in 
Southern California, the first generation born 
here, and I didn’t taste gingerbread until 
well into adulthood. Both of my grandmothers 
lived with us — one from China and the 
other from Hong Kong — and they both loved 
sweets. As a treat, they’d offer me candied 
ginger, which can be hot and intense, along 
with many varieties of dried plums. And 
they’d buy cakes from Chinese bakeries, which 
would be very light and fluffy, not that sweet.

I didn’t taste gingerbread, but I always had 
a fantasy of gingerbread, as a warming cake 
that kids ate in snowy cabins. Once I started 
working at American food magazines, tinkering 
every year with gingerbread recipes, I wished 
for something different, and lighter in texture. 
I came back to this confluence of ginger and 
dried plums, the flavors that had been with me 
my whole life. Dried plums are earthy and 
almost a little funky. They have a gentle tannic 
quality that I also find in molasses, just on the 
edge of bitterness, which softens the harshness 
of the gingerbread and gives it layers of 
complexity. Rehydrated, the plums make up 
the liquid base of the batter, which keeps the 
cake’s texture light. So does the spelt flour, 
which has a natural, round sweetness. Because 
it’s an oil-based cake, it stays tender for days. 
This is the gingerbread I was always chasing.’’ 

G E N E V I E V E  KO H

3

Illustration by Cynthia Kittler

Author of the cookbook ‘‘Better Baking’’
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1. Cranberry-Lemon 
Stripe Cake
Time: 2 hours, plus baking/cooling

For the cake:

 8 large eggs, whites and 

  yolks separated

 ⅔ cup plus 2 tablespoons (140 

  grams) white sugar, 

  plus 1½ tablespoons

 1 tablespoon lemon juice, plus 

  zest of 1 lemon

 ½ cup plus 1 tablespoon 

  (80 grams) all-purpose fl our

 � teaspoon salt

  Confectioners’ sugar, for dusting

For the cranberry purée:

 1 8-ounce bag (225 grams) frozen 

  cranberries

 ⅓ cup (75 grams) white sugar

For the cranberry buttercream:

 ¼ cup (85 grams) light corn syrup

 ½ cup plus 1 tablespoon 

  (120 grams) white sugar

 4 large egg yolks

 1¼ cups plus 1 tablespoon 

  (300 grams) unsalted 

  butter cut into small cubes, 

  at room temperature 

 ½ cup cranberry purée

 ½ teaspoon vanilla extract

For the cake:

1. Preheat the oven to 400, with a 

baking rack in the middle of the oven. 

Line a half baking pan (18 by 13 inches) 

or slightly smaller jellyroll pan (15 by 12 

inches) with parchment paper. Grease, 

and set aside.

2. Place the egg whites in the bowl of a 

stand mixer with the whisk attachment, 

and whisk on medium-high speed until 

soft peaks form, then pour in the 1½ 

tablespoons sugar. Continue to whisk 

until stiff peaks form, then scrape into 

a mixing bowl, and set aside.

3. Place the egg yolks, remaining sugar, 

lemon juice and zest in the stand-mixer 

bowl (no need to wash it out), and 

beat on medium-high speed for about 

3 minutes or until pale and thick. 

Remove bowl from the mixer, and sift 

the flour and salt directly into the 

bowl in 2 batches, folding through with 

a rubber spatula after each addition 

and scraping the bottom and sides of 

the bowl until no flour is visible.

4. Gently fold about ⅓ of the egg-

white mixture into the egg-yolk mixture, 

and fold with a rubber spatula until 

combined. Add the rest, and fold until 

incorporated. Scrape batter into the 

lined baking pan, and even out the 

surface with the spatula. Bake for 13-15 

minutes, or until cake is a light golden 

brown and a toothpick comes out clean 

from the center.

5. Place on a wire rack to cool in the 

pan for 5 minutes, then dust the top 

with confectioners’ sugar. Place a 

clean dish towel on top of the cake, 

then carefully, quickly, flip it over, 

so it’s lying on the dish towel. Gently 

peel away the paper, then hold onto 

one of the shorter ends of the cake, 

and roll it up into a jellyroll. Set it aside 

for 20 minutes, or until it’s room 

temperature and no longer warm at 

all, then unroll the cake and cut it 

lengthwise into three 4-inch-wide 

strips. Cover with a clean dish towel, 

and set aside.

For the cranberry purée:

1. Place the cranberries and sugar in 

a medium saucepan over medium heat 

with 1 tablespoon water, and simmer 

for 10-15 minutes, or until the sugar has 

dissolved and the fruit has softened. 

Transfer to a food processor, purée and 

set aside.

For the buttercream:

1. Place the corn syrup and sugar in a 

medium saucepan. Place over low heat, 

and stir with a wooden spoon, just until 

the sugar dissolves. 

2. While the sugar is dissolving, place 

the egg yolks in the bowl of an electric 

mixer with the whisk attachment, and 

whip on medium-high speed until thick 

and pale in color.

3. Increase the heat under the sugar 

syrup, and simmer until there are large 

bubbles all over the surface of the 

syrup, and the temperature, when taken 

with a digital thermometer, reads 

between 235 and 240 degrees, about 

5 minutes. With the machine running, 

carefully pour the hot sugar syrup into 

the yolk mixture in a slow, steady 

trickle down the edge of the bowl, 

avoiding the spinning whisk. When all 

the syrup is in the bowl, increase 

the mixer speed to high, and beat for 

10 minutes, or until the outside of the 

bowl no longer feels warm to the touch.

4. Add the butter, one piece at a time, 

allowing it to incorporate before 

adding any more. When all the butter 

is added, stop the machine, and 

scrape down the sides of the bowl. 

Whip for another minute or 2, until the 

buttercream is very smooth and light. 

Add ½ cup of cranberry purée 

(reserving what remains) and vanilla 

extract, and mix on medium speed 

until uniform in color. Scrape down the 

sides of the bowl, and mix one more 

time. Set aside.

Assemble the cake:

1. Spread each of the long strips of 

cake evenly with about 3 ounces 

of buttercream each. Starting with the 

narrow end of a strip, roll it up. Once 

the roll is finished, position the exposed 

end (of the rolled cake) at the beginning 

of the next strip of frosted cake, and 

continue rolling. Do the same with the 

third strip, creating one continuous

roll of cake. Carefully turn the cylinder 

upright, so it’s sitting on a flat end, 

onto a serving dish. Cover cake with 

plastic wrap, and refrigerate for 30 

minutes before proceeding, leaving the 

remaining buttercream out at room 

temperature.

2. Spread remaining buttercream all 

over the top and sides of the cake. 

Whisk the remaining cranberry purée 

with cold water until it’s runny, then 

drizzle 2 tablespoons or so around the 

top of the cake, and use a palette knife 

to spread it evenly, allowing a little to 

dribble down the sides. Set aside for at 

least 1 hour in the fridge, and set out 

at room temperature about 30 minutes 

before serving.

Serves 8-10. 
Adapted from Helen Goh and 
Yotam Ottolenghi.
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3. Sugarplum 
Gingerbread Cake 
Time: 30 minutes, plus baking/cooling

 1 cup (184 grams) pitted prunes, 

  quartered

 ⅔ cup (214 grams) molasses

 ½ teaspoon baking soda 

  Butter or cooking spray, for 

  the pan

 1 cup (137 grams) spelt fl our

 ¾ cup (108 grams) white  

  whole-wheat fl our

 1½ teaspoons baking powder

 1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon 

  ground ginger

4. Set aside on a wire rack until the 

pans, and the cakes, are completely 

cool to the touch, about 90 minutes. 

For the frosting:

1. Fill a 3-quart pot with 1½ inches 

of water, and place over medium-low 

heat. In the bowl of a stand mixer, 

combine the egg whites, sugar, salt, 

cream of tartar and vanilla. Place 

the bowl over the steaming water bath, 

and use a spatula to stir and scrape 

down the bowl, keeping the mass 

moving over the steam for about 10 

minutes, or until a digital thermometer 

inserted into the mixture reads 

175 degrees.

2. Place the bowl in the stand mixer 

with the whisk attachment, and whip 

on high speed until it quadruples 

in volume and turns thick and glossy, 

about 5 minutes. 

Assemble the cake: 

1. Loosen the sides of the cakes with 

a knife and invert them onto a wire 

rack. Peel away the parchment paper, 

then flip cakes right-side up again. 

Use a long serrated knife to evenly trim 

the puffy tops off the cakes (set these 

aside for snacking). 

2. Place one cake, cut-side up, onto 

a serving plate. Top with a cup of 

frosting, and spread it into an even 

layer with a small palette knife or the 

back of a spoon. Repeat with the 

second and third layers, placing these 

cut-side down. Finish the sides of the 

cake with remaining frosting, then 

lightly torch with a blowtorch, so the 

frosting turns golden brown. 

Serves 16.
Adapted from Stella Parks. 

 1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

 ¼ teaspoon ground cloves

 ½ teaspoon salt

 3 large eggs, at room temperature

 1 cup (215 grams) packed 

  light-brown sugar

 ¼ cup (56 grams) grapeseed or  

  other neutral oil

 2 teaspoons cocoa powder 

  (optional)

1. Put the prunes along with 1½ cups 

water in a small saucepan, and 

bring to a boil. Reduce heat to low, 

and simmer until the fruit is very 

soft and starting to break down, about 

5 minutes. Remove from heat, and 

stir in molasses and baking soda, then 

set aside.

2. Position a rack in the center of the 

oven, and preheat to 350. Generously 

butter or spray, then flour a 12-cup, 

or 10-inch Bundt pan, and place it on 

a baking sheet.

3. In a small bowl, whisk together 

the flours, baking powder, ginger, 

cinnamon, cloves and salt; set aside.

4. In the bowl of an electric mixer fitted 

with the paddle attachment, beat 

the eggs and brown sugar on medium-

speed until very thick and pale. With 

the machine running, add the oil in a 

slow, steady stream down the side 

of the bowl, beating until incorporated. 

Scrape down the sides of the bowl, 

then set speed to low and add the 

molasses mixture. Beat until just 

incorporated, then scrape down the 

sides of the bowl again. Gradually 

add the flour mixture, mixing only until 

all traces of flour disappear. Transfer 

batter to the prepared Bundt pan. 

5. Bake for 50-60 minutes, or until a 

skewer inserted into the domed part of 

the cake comes out clean. Cool in the 

pan on a wire rack for 15 minutes, then 

carefully invert cake onto the rack, lift 

away the pan and cool completely to 

room temperature. 

6. Dust the cocoa powder over 

the cake, using a fine-mesh sieve or 

tea strainer, then transfer to a 

serving plate.

Serves 16.
Adapted from Genevieve Ko.

2. Devil’s-Food Cake 
With Toasted-
Marshmallow Frosting
Time: 1 hour plus baking/cooling 

For the chocolate layer cake:

 24 tablespoons (340 grams) butter

 1½ cups (354 ml.) black coff ee

 1 cup (85 grams) Dutch-processed 

  cocoa powder

 1¼ cup (170 grams) fi nely chopped 

  dark chocolate (about 

  72 percent) 

 2 packed cups plus 1 tablespoon  

  (453 grams) light-brown sugar

 1 tablespoon vanilla extract

 1 teaspoon Diamond Crystal  

  kosher salt

 6 large eggs

 3 large egg yolks 

 2 cups (255 grams) all-purpose 

  fl our

 1 tablespoon baking soda 

For the marshmallow frosting: 

 1 cup (226 grams) egg whites

 1¾ cups (340 grams) sugar

 ½ teaspoon Diamond Crystal  

  kosher salt 

 ¼ teaspoon cream of tartar

 ¼ teaspoon vanilla extract 

1. Place oven rack in the middle 

position, and preheat the oven to 350. 

Line 3 8-by-3-inch anodized-aluminum 

cake pans with parchment paper, and 

grease them.

2. Combine butter and coffee in a 

5-quart saucepan, and set over 

low heat to melt. Remove from heat, 

and whisk in the cocoa, chocolate, 

brown sugar, vanilla and salt, until 

there are no lumps of cocoa or 

unmelted chocolate. After mixing, 

add the eggs and yolks, and whisk 

well to combine. Sift flour and 

baking soda right into the pan, then 

whisk thoroughly to combine, making 

sure there are no pockets of flour. 

Divide batter among the three cake 

pans (about 23-24 ounces each). 

3. Bake for 30 minutes, or until the 

cakes are firm, but a light touch with 

a finger still leaves an impression, 

and a few crumbs cling to a toothpick 

inserted into the center of the cake. 
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strike as 600 meters away, which would place it 
outside the compound entirely. Yet we discov-
ered a video — uploaded by the coalition itself 
— showing a direct strike on that very facility. 
(When we asked Lt. Col. Damien Pickart, direc-
tor of public aff airs at Udeid, about this discrep-
ancy, he said he could only report ‘‘what the 
strike log shows.’’) Similarly, we were told that 
a strike we identifi ed on Qaiyara’s main bridge 
was unlikely to be by the coalition, because the 
nearest strike was on a truck 150 meters away. 
We again found a coalition video showing a 
direct hit on the structure. Pickart explained 
the inconsistency by saying the coalition had 
conducted multiple strikes on various targets 
within an hourlong period, only one of which 
was included in the offi  cial log.

The most common justifi cation the coalition 
gives when denying civilian casualty allegations 
is that it has no record of carrying out a strike 
at the time or area in question. If incomplete 
accounts like these are standard practice, it calls 
into question the coalition’s ability to determine 
whether any strike is its own. Still, even using 
the most conservative rubric and selecting only 
those 30 airstrikes the Air Force analysts classi-
fi ed as ‘‘probable’’ coalition airstrikes, we found 
at least 21 civilians had been killed in six strikes. 
Expanding to the 65 strikes that fell within 600 
meters — for example, the strikes on the home 
of Inas Hamadi in Qaiyara and the electrical 
substation in Aden — pushed that fi gure to at 
least 54 killed in 15 strikes. No matter which 
threshold we used, though, the results from our 
sample were consistent: One of every fi ve air-
strikes killed a civilian.

To understand how radically diff erent our 
assessment is from the coalition’s own, consider 
this: According to the coalition’s available data, 
89 of its more than 14,000 airstrikes in Iraq have 
resulted in civilian deaths, or about one of every 
157 strikes. The rate we found on the ground — 
one out of every fi ve — is 31 times as high.

Last December, 15 months after the attack, fol-
lowing a long, tangled chain of emails and phone 
calls, the coalition confi rmed that it had indeed 
carried out an airstrike on Basim and Mohan-
nad’s homes. It acknowledged that it had, in fact, 
conducted an internal inquiry — a ‘‘credibility 
assessment’’ — the previous autumn after Zare-
ena Grewal, Basim’s relative at Yale, wrote the 
 Op-Ed in The Times. The assessment, completed 
on Oct. 30, 2015, concluded that the allegation 
was ‘‘credible’’; this meant the coalition had 
known for more than a year that it had ‘‘more 
likely than not’’ killed civilians and that it had 
recommended a full investigation into the strike, 
even as Basim’s attempts to reach the coalition 
were being ignored. Despite this fi nding, the 

coalition neglected to include the incident in its 
public tally of deaths — which, in Iraq at that 
time, stood at 76 civilians — because of what Col. 
Joseph Scrocca, a coalition spokesman, called ‘‘an 
administrative oversight.’’

Basim’s case had now become impossible to 
ignore. Based on the evidence we provided, Maj. 
Gen. Scott Kindsvater, then an Air Force deputy 
commander, ordered an internal investigation to 
determine what might have gone wrong on the 
night of the strike. And then, on Feb. 14, for the 
fi rst time in the 17 months since the attack, Basim 
received an email from the coalition. ‘‘We deeply 
regret this unintentional loss of life in an attempt 
to defeat Da’esh,’’ Scrocca wrote, using another 
term for ISIS. ‘‘We are prepared to off er you a 
monetary expression of our sympathy and regret 
for this unfortunate incident.’’ He invited Basim 
to come to Erbil to discuss the matter. Basim was 
the fi rst person to receive such an off er, in Iraq or 
Syria, during the entire anti- ISIS war.

Early in the morning of his scheduled meeting, 
Basim dreamed about Mayada. He could feel her 
skin next to his. He suddenly felt a surge of regret 
for things said and left unsaid, accrued over a 
lifetime together. He awoke in tears. ‘‘I washed 
my face,’’ he said, ‘‘did my morning prayer and 
sent her my prayers. It made me calmer.’’

It was March 17. The air outside was soft and 
cool; Erbil had fi nally experienced rainfall after a 
parched winter. The coalition had asked Basim to 
go to Erbil International Airport, where he would 
be picked up and taken to meet coalition repre-
sentatives and receive a condolence payment. 
He invited us to join him, and we agreed. Basim 
did not know how much money the Americans 
would off er, but he had spent hours calculating 
the actual damages: $500,000 for his and Mohan-
nad’s homes, furnishings and belongings; $22,000 
for two cars; and $13,000 in medical bills from 
Turkey. We stood waiting in the parking lot. A 
white S.U.V. with tinted windows rolled by. A 
family emerged from a taxi, the father juggling 
two suitcases and a toddler, heading off  on what 
appeared to be a vacation. 

Basim checked his phone to see the latest 
messages from friends in Mosul. It had been a 
month since Iraqi forces seized the eastern half 
of the city, but the Woods were still too danger-
ous to visit because ISIS controlled the opposite 
bank and was lobbing mortars across the river. 
On the west side, thousands were trapped in 
the Old City, and Basim heard stories that ISIS 
was welding doors shut to keep people in their 
homes, holding them hostage against heavy 
artillery and air power. That morning, an air-
strike fl attened almost an entire city block in 
the Mosul Jidideh neighborhood — killing 105 
civilians, according to the coalition, or possibly 
double that number, according to Airwars, in 
either case making it one of the largest aerial 
massacres since the war began.

It was late afternoon, 30 minutes past the 

meeting time, when an S.U.V. rolled up, an 
American in Army fatigues behind the wheel. We 
climbed in, and the truck moved off  through the 
sprawling airfi eld, past rows of parked helicop-
ters, toward a set of hangars. Basim struggled 
to maintain his composure. He’d imagined this 
day a hundred times, but now he wasn’t sure 
what to say, how to act. The driver made small 
talk about the weather, the winter drought, the 
needs of farmers. He pulled the truck around 
to a prefab trailer ringed by blast walls. Inside, 
sitting around a large wooden table, were more 
American soldiers. Capt. Jaclyn Feeney, an Army 
attorney, introduced herself and invited Basim 
to be seated.

‘‘We just wanted to start by expressing our 
deepest sympathies, not only on behalf of the 
Army but on behalf of myself,’’ she said. ‘‘We do 
take the closest care in what we do here, but it’s 
high risk, and sometimes we make mistakes. We 
try our best to prevent those mistakes, but we 
hope that since we did make a mistake here, we 
can do everything that we can to right it, as best 
we can. I know there’s nothing that I can say that 
can make up for the loss that you’ve — ’’

‘‘The only thing that cannot be returned is 
the loss of life,’’ Basim said. His hands gripped 
the armrests, as if he were using every ounce of 
energy to stay seated. He struggled to keep his 
voice steady. ‘‘Everything else could be redone 
or rebuilt. The loss of life is unrepairable.’’

‘‘Certainly. We are prepared to off er you a con-
dolence payment,’’ Feeney replied. ‘‘It’s not meant 
to recompensate you for what you’ve lost, or for 
rebuilding or anything like that. It’s just meant to 
be an expression of our sympathy, our apologies 
for your loss.’’

Outside, a plane lifted off , and the room trem-
bled. Feeney was holding documents in her hand. 
‘‘And so for that reason, we are capped in the 
amount that we can give you. So the amount in 
U.S. dollars is $15,000, which we will be paying 
you in Iraqi dinars, so 17,550,000 dinars. And so, 
if you’re willing to accept that — ’’

Basim looked at her in disbelief. ‘‘No.’’
‘‘You’re not willing to accept that?’’
‘‘This is — this is an insult to me. No, I will not 

accept it. I’m sorry.’’
Feeney looked stunned. ‘‘I’m sorry also,’’ she 

said.
Moments passed, and everyone sat in silence. 

Feeney explained again that they were capped by 
their own regulations. Basim replied, ‘‘This is, I 
have to say, I’m sorry to say, ridiculous.’’ Basim 
said he wanted offi  cial documentation proving 
his innocence, so that he could return safely to 
Mosul one day. Feeney promised to make some 
calls. The meeting quickly came to an end.

Basim walked out into the late- afternoon 
air. Traffi  c at the airport had picked up: buses 
overloaded with families, children sticking their 
elbows out of taxis. Basim drove home in dis-
belief, as if he were living through an elaborate 

Airstrikes
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hoax and the Americans would call back any 
minute with a serious off er. The truth was, he 
never expected to recover the full extent of his 
material losses, and he knew the military was not 
in the business of compensation, only condo-
lence, but after so many months, so much back 
and forth, the humiliation burned. ‘‘This is what 
an Iraqi is worth,’’ he said.

At home, he considered his options. He want-
ed a lawyer — but from where? Could an Iraqi 
fi nd an American attorney? The amount the coa-
lition had off ered exceeded its own guidelines, 
which stipulated $2,500 per Iraqi, but did not 
cover Mohannad and Najib, which meant he — 
or his sister- in- law — would potentially have to 
endure this process again. He considered travel-
ing to the United States to fi nd an advocate, but 
getting a visa was almost impossible. Once, in 
the fi rst months after the attack, he even wanted 
to move there, seek asylum. Now the thought 
seemed absurd.

Despite everything, Basim could not bring 
himself to hate Americans. In fact, this experi-
ence was further evidence for a theory he had 
harbored for a while: that he, fellow Iraqis and 
even ordinary Americans were all bit players in 
a drama bigger than any of them. A few weeks 
later, he spoke to Sociology 119, Sam Richards’s 
Race and Ethnic Relations class at Penn State. ‘‘I 
have nothing against the regular American cit-
izen,’’ he told the class of some 750 students. ‘‘I 
lived among you guys for eight years. I was never 
bothered by any person — in fact, many of them 
were very helpful to me.’’

‘‘This situation of war,’’ he continued, ‘‘big cor-
porations are behind it.’’ This is where the real 
power lay, not with individual Americans. He’d 
come to believe that his family, along with all 
Iraqis, had been caught in the grinder of grand 
forces like oil and empire, and that the only ref-
uge lay in something even grander: faith. He had 
rediscovered his religion. ‘‘There was some bond 
that grew between me and my God. I thanked 
him for keeping my son alive. I thanked him that 
my operation was successful. Now I can walk.’’

It was the same God who had written out his 
whole life from the 40th day in the womb. Basim’s 
faith in this divinely authored fate had become 
a calming current, coursing through his every 
waking moment. ‘‘Sometimes I go out with my 
friends,’’ Basim told the students. ‘‘But when I 
come back home, when I go to bed and thoughts 
start coming into my head about my wife, what 
would have happened probably fi ve years from 
now, my daughter would be in college, she want-
ed to study this and that — there isn’t a day that 
goes by that I don’t think about them. But in the 
end, life goes on.’’

This spring, Iraqi forces pushed deeper into 
western Mosul, into the Old City, a hive of 
stacked houses that lean over narrow streets. 
The neighborhood was being pounded with 

airstrikes and mortars, while ISIS was refusing 
to allow people to leave. Basim learned that three 
in-laws of Abdullah, Mohannad’s son — a preg-
nant woman, her husband and his father — had 
tried to bribe their way to the east side but were 
caught and beheaded. Nearly everyone was tell-
ing such stories. Meanwhile, word spread that 
Basim had taken his case to the coalition, and 
aggrieved families started to reach out for advice. 
Basim felt like an elder statesman of heartbreak, 
and he off ered whatever counsel he could. The 
strike on his house remained a great mystery, 
though, and not a day passed when he did not 
retrace the hours and days before the attack, 
wondering what could have brought it on.

In April, through the Freedom of Informa-
tion Act, we fi nally obtained a portion of the 
coalition’s internal probe of the strike on the 
Razzo homes. As Basim read though a dozen 
partly redacted pages, a story began to emerge 
— the coalition had been receiving intelligence 
that his and Mohannad’s houses were an ISIS 
command center. The report suggests that this 
may have been because of the J.C.C. next door; 
Basim recalled that ISIS briefl y occupied the 
J.C.C. when it fi rst conquered Mosul but had long 
since abandoned the facility. Yet the coalition’s 
intelligence source apparently passed along this 
outdated information and in the process con-
fused his house with the J.C.C. 

Next, according to the report, the coalition 
dispatched a drone to surveil the property. Over 
three days, in 15- to- 30- minute windows, his house 
was fi lmed. The investigation acknowledged that 
‘‘no overtly nefarious activity was observed,’’ but 
nonetheless everything the coalition witnessed 
confi rmed its conviction that it was fi lming a ter-
rorist headquarters. No weapons were visible, 
but the report noted that ISIS ‘‘does not obvi-
ously brandish weapons,’’ so as to go undetected. 
Occasionally Basim or Mohannad would open 
their shared gate to the street, allowing a guest 
to enter. The coalition simply saw men opening a 
gate, an action that it determined was consistent 
with the activity of an ISIS headquarters. And, 
perhaps most important, the report stated that 
the coalition did not observe any women or chil-
dren outdoors — although in the ISIS- controlled 
city, women rarely left the house to avoid the 
religious police, and most fi lming had occurred 
under the blistering afternoon sun, when almost 
everyone stayed indoors.

Though the Razzos hadn’t known it, the bur-
den of proof had been on them to demonstrate 
to a drone watching them from above that they 
were civilians — guilty until proved innocent. In 
the end, 95 minutes of unremarkable footage had 
sealed the fate of Mayada, Tuqa, Mohannad and 
Najib. The report concluded that there was ‘‘no 
evidence indicating carelessness or bad faith’’ 
on the part of the coalition and that its targeting 
process ‘‘remains sound.’’ (It also declared that 
because of an equipment error, the drone footage 

no longer existed for investigators to review.) Yet 
to Basim, the truth seemed just the opposite: The 
coalition had disregarded ground realities and 
acted on fl imsy intelligence.

Not long after receiving the report, Basim 
decided to return to the Woods. It was risky to 
visit — ISIS was still controlling neighborhoods 
on the opposite bank — but he wanted to see, 
to touch, what was left, and he took us along. 
We set out in the early morning, driving past 
dusty abandoned villages, through checkpoints 
sporting brilliant hoists of red, blue and green 
militia fl ags and onto a broad boulevard, teem-
ing with pushcart vendors and street children. 
Whole city blocks were fl attened. Basim was 
not caught off  guard by the destruction, which 
he expected based on the videos he’d seen, but 
he was surprised by the traffi  c. He regarded 
the passing scenes as if he were a tour guide, 
recounting the history of each neighborhood. It 
appeared to be an aff ectation of calm, a studied 
attempt to withstand the torment of return, but 
the truth eventually surfaced. ‘‘I’m numb,’’ he 
said. ‘‘I’m just numb.’’

We drove past more ruined buildings. Around 
the wreckage of one stood a concrete wall, still 
intact, where ISIS had painted two hands open 
in supplication. Basim translated the inscription: 
THANK GOD FOR EVERYTHING YOU HAVE. IF YOU 

DO, HE WILL GIVE YOU MORE.

We headed toward the Tigris River. As we 
approached, we could see the apartments, houses 
and minarets on the other side, still under ISIS 
control. And then suddenly, the city was gone. 
We entered the Woods, which remained a bucolic 
oasis. The trees were heavy with fi gs, apricots and 
lemons, and the air buzzed with mosquitoes. We 
pulled up to a pale yellow gate. Basim lingered 
outside for a moment, afraid to approach. He 
then opened it and stepped onto his property 
for the fi rst time in 18 months. We followed him 
along an overgrown stone path. He stopped in 
front of a smashed- up wall surrounded by chunks 
of concrete. Rebar snaked out like hairs. ‘‘This 
was the laundry room,’’ he said.

To the right stood what was once his kitchen. 
A faint rotten odor emerged from within. The 
remnants of a table and three chairs were visible. 
Scattered amid the shattered glass and charred 
metal bars were pages of recipes: Cookies & 
Cream Freeze, Chocolate Mousse Torte.

We moved over the rest of the debris. Marble 
shards, concrete blocks, several mattresses, two 
satellite dishes, a Spalding tennis racket, an iron, 
a book of equations, a bathroom sink. The back-
yard was intact. ‘‘At least we still have a swimming 
pool!’’ Basim said, laughing absently.

He circled back to the laundry room. There 
he spotted in a corner, poking out of the rubble, 
a white platform heel. It belonged to Tuqa. ‘‘I 
told her they were too high and that she would 
fall,’’ he said. He could picture her wearing them, 
coming down the stairs.�  
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added something prescient: ‘‘Chernin knows 
about the Size 6 skinny-jean joke. They know 
about Babygate.’’ (The ‘‘Babygate’’ controversy 
stemmed from Portnoy’s speculating about the 
size of Tom Brady’s baby’s penis.) ‘‘They know 
about Al Jazeera.’’ (In this one, Clancy ques-
tioned the legitimacy of any news outlet with 
an Arabic-sounding name.) ‘‘They get it.’’

The Barstool acquisition was engineered by the 
president of Chernin Digital, Mike Kerns. ‘‘When 
I got access to Barstool’s Google analytics, I knew 
this was something diff erent,’’ he told me. ‘‘They 
had something like 20 percent of their visitors 
coming back about 20 times a day. I’ve been in 
this business for two decades, and all their num-
bers bucked the usual trends.’’ Portnoy kept full 
editorial control; Chernin’s bet was that it could 
serve cheap content to his loyal fan base, which 
would then pay for things like T-shirts, events and 
premium content. The brand would be scaled up 
into something that could be sold to advertisers, 
big media partners and even sports leagues. Every 
Barstool executive I spoke to mentioned the pos-
sibility of opening branded sports bars across the 
country; all of them talked about partnerships 
with networks. Since its acquisition, Barstool has 
released a raft of popular podcasts — including 
‘‘Pardon My Take,’’ which, with downloads running 
up to one million per episode, is one of the biggest 
sports podcasts in the country. It has partnered 
with Facebook on a roving pregame college-foot-
ball show (since canceled) and produced a widely 
watched baseball show that regularly features for-
mer major-league players.

This bullish transition has been helmed by 
Erika Nardini, a 42-year-old former marketing 
executive who once served as the chief marketing 
offi  cer for AOL. Nardini, who grew up playing 
sports with her younger brother, seems uniquely 
qualifi ed to deal with both the business of turning 
Barstool into a national brand and the inevitable 
public- and human-relations disasters that will 
arise along the way. She is also a woman, and 
despite its growth since the Chernin acquisi-
tion, Barstool still has to work around how bad 
its worst moments can get — from Portnoy’s rape 
jokes to posts like the one a blogger named Chris 
Spagnuolo wrote this summer: ‘‘Is Rihanna Going 
to Make Being Fat the Hot New Trend?’’

The Rihanna incident highlighted how much 
has changed since the Chernin acquisition, but 
also how much has stayed more or less the same. 
The post was quietly taken down, and Spagnuo-
lo was fi red. But Portnoy also opined on the site 
that he thought the post wasn’t ‘‘as bad as many 
are making it out to be,’’ and that he was angry 
mostly because Spagnuolo had given ‘‘feminists’’ 
fodder to say ‘‘there goes Barstool being Barstool 
again.’’ And yet Portnoy himself cannot seem to 
stop personally off ering up more and more of that 

fodder. A controversy last month, involving the 
terms of a contract off ered to a sports personality 
named Elika Sadeghi, began on relatively pro-
fessional footing. Within days, though, Barstool 
had released a seven-minute animated video in 
which a cartoon Portnoy says Sadeghi’s surname 
sounds like ‘‘the monkey from ‘The Lion King.’ ’’ 
It also portrays her hanging upside down over a 
boiling caldron.  

I spoke to several women in sports media who 
have had run-ins with Barstool. All described 
the same pattern: They would tweet something 
critical of Barstool’s statements about women, 
which would prompt a response from Portnoy 
or one of his bloggers. Then came the swarm of 
Stoolies on social media, who would harass them 
with misogynist slurs and threats, often for days. 
Even random sports fans have been targeted. A 
few years ago, a Cubs fan named Missy suff ered 
a brain injury after a fall; during her recovery, 
she found that she had trouble reading anything 
longer than a paragraph, so she moved her usual 
sports-media consumption over to Twitter. When 
she saw an article detailing the way Clancy and 
an army of Stoolies had responded to the Al 
Jazeera incident, Missy tweeted her support for 
the author of the article and women she felt had 
been abused online. Stoolies responded almost 
immediately, with three days of the usual misogy-
nist epithets and vague threats. A year later, she 
says, after another comment critical of Barstool, 
a reader found photos she had posted memorial-
izing a cousin who died of cancer — and reposted 
them on Twitter, tagging Barstool writers to do 
God knows what with them.

There’s a uniform response from Barstool 
employees about the worst of the Stoolies. ‘‘I hate 
seeing it,’’ Katz told me. ‘‘But it’s just a few idiots 
who have nothing better to do, and it sucks that 
people use them to smear an entire company.’’ The 
average Stoolie, Portnoy, Clancy and Markovich 
all argue, is not a misogynist abuser but has been 
painted with a broad brush by other media out-
lets. ‘‘I’m used to it by now,’’ Nardini said of the 
constant negative press surrounding Barstool’s 
attitudes toward women. ‘‘Every time anyone 
mentions us in the media, they’re always going 
to write that requisite paragraph.’’ She used to be 
part of a network of female executives, she told 
me, but ‘‘after they heard I was coming here, every 
single one of them dropped me like a bad habit.’’

The wrath of the Stoolies can occasionally 
extend to Barstool’s own employees. ‘‘There 
wasn’t a single day that would go by without me 
seeing the N-word in the comments,’’ Maurice 
Peebles, Barstool’s fi rst black employee, told me. 
Peebles ran Barstool’s Philadelphia page for three 
years. His administrator access allowed him to 
see that the racial slurs were coming mostly from 
a concentrated number of IP addresses, which 
meant that only a few readers were posting the 
slurs, and over time the site’s fi lters became 
better at blocking them. But he doesn’t absolve 

Barstool of all responsibility. ‘‘They could’ve done 
more about it,’’ he says. ‘‘None of the guys who 
worked at Barstool ever said anything racist to 
me, but I don’t know if they all understand what 
it’s like to see that word every day.’’

Barstool’s reputation ‘‘was certainly listed as a 
risk,’’ Kerns says. ‘‘But I think time is on our side. 
The younger folks within agencies and brands 
get Barstool and recognize the world is increas-
ingly taking itself less seriously.’’ Over the past 
year, that time seemed to have already arrived. 
Dunkin’ Donuts, the advertiser most associated 
with Boston sports, had long been wary of deal-
ing with Portnoy, but this year, Barstool dedi-
cated an entire month to promoting the chain’s 
new energy drink. Wendy’s had also expressed 
hesitation to partner with Barstool, but this sum-
mer the company sponsored ‘‘Barstool 5th Year,’’ 
a Snapchat channel specifi cally targeted at col-
lege students.

The question of whether Barstool should be 
held responsible for the worst behaviors of its 
fans refl ects a fundamental question facing online 
media — the same one at the core of Facebook’s 
issues with fake news, Twitter’s with neo-Nazis 
and Reddit’s with various toxic communities. 
Unlike those companies, Barstool can’t hide 
behind the notion of being an open, neutral plat-
form for the free speech of others. Its readers 
may come from all sorts of backgrounds, but the 
core Stoolies are an organic online community 
that grew under the caring, thoughtful hand of 
their very own El Presidente. Every new-media 
venture seeks out an ‘‘organic online community’’ 
like this — one that can, in Nardini’s words, ‘‘con-
vert content into commerce.’’ That community 
could mean, say, subscribers of The Daily Skimm, 
an email for millennial women that recaps the 
news in a peppy, corporate voice. But it can also 
mean tribes of angry, disaff ected young men who 
gather online to fi nd shelter from the fl oodwaters 
of political correctness. This leaves companies 
like ESPN with a discomforting dilemma. Should 
they try to create their own communities — an 
almost impossible enterprise, especially with 
young audiences who have grown up on com-
pletely independent, unfi ltered personalities on 
YouTube and social media? Or should they co-opt, 
sanitize and scale audiences like the Stoolies?

 
There are two distinct visions of how Barstool 
could work at the scale Nardini and Chernin envi-
sion. The fi rst would involve running back into 
the understanding embrace of the Stoolies and 
building an uncouth, unapologetic brand aimed 
exclusively at boorish young men. Last August, 
Barstool purchased Old Row, a site that posts 
frat-boy fi ght videos and photos of college girls 
in bikinis and sells T-shirts celebrating the Trump 
presidency. This month, Barstool announced that 
it had bought Rough N Rowdy Brawl, an amateur 
boxing company from West Virginia that features 
untrained locals knocking one another out. In an 
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15-28, 2017. Interest will be charged to your account from the purchase date if 
the promotional purchase is not paid in full by January, 2020. Minimum Monthly 
Payments Required.

NO INTEREST IF PAID IN 
FULL BY JANUARY 2020*

Save 33%$359 was 

$5.39sq ft

Iron Hill Maple Rustic
3/4" x 3 1/4" Solid Hardwood
100 yr warranty | 10033319 

LOWEST PRICE OF THE YEAR!

Island Pearl Horizontal 
3/8” x 3 15/16” Bamboo
10 yr warranty | 10040935  

Chocolate Horizontal
3/8" x 3 15/16" Bamboo
10 yr warranty | 10040759 

LOWEST PRICE OF THE YEAR!

Save 32%$129 was 

$1.89sq ft

Save 34%$119 was 

$1.79sq ft

Arbor Beech
3/8” x 5” Engineered Hardwood 
10 yr warranty | 10041903   

Save 22%$179 was 

$2.29sq ft

Ebb Tide Oak
7mm Laminate 
10 yr warranty | 10041610  

Save 29%

49¢ was 

69¢sq ft

Save 39%
$169 was

$2.79 sq ftsq ft

Coal Creek Oak 
5.5mm Eng Vinyl Plank
30 yr wnty | 10040082

Adirondack Oak 
3mm Luxury Vinyl Plank
30 yr warranty | 10040987 

Save 47%

89¢ was 

$1.69sq ft

Expresso Hevea
3/4” x 6” Solid Hardwood 
50 yr warranty | 10037837   

Save 38%$299 was 

$4.79sq ft

Iron Gate Oak
36” x 6” Porcelain Tile
30 yr warranty | 10041540   

Save 49%$179 was 

$3.49sq ft

Madison River Elm
10mm+pad Laminate
30 yr warranty | 10022373 

Get to your local store for
 EXCLUSIVE BLACK FRIDAY

 WEEKEND DEALS!
NOV 24th - NOV 28th (FRI - TUE) 

39¢
sq

 

ft

60+
varieties SALE from

Laminate
Flooring 49¢

sq

 

ft

55+
varieties SALE from

Prefi nished
Bamboo

$119
sq

 

ft

55+
varieties SALE from

Prefi nished
Hardwood $149

sq

 

ft

230+
varieties SALE from

Save 24%
$129 was

$1.69 sq ftsq ft

Get more INCREDIBLE 
deals like these at your 

local store!

Save 41%$189 was 

$3.19sq ft

Warm Cognac
1/2” x 5 1/8" Bamboo
50 yr warranty | 10040815

OVER $1.00 OFF!

LOWEST PRICE OF THE YEAR!
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‘‘emergency press conference’’ announcing the 
acquisition, Portnoy thanked Ponder, saying the 
ESPN controversy had led to ‘‘the biggest couple 
weeks we’ve ever had.’’ ‘‘It does not matter if you 
like us, hate us, whatever,’’ he said. ‘‘We speak 
directly to our own consumers.’’

The other road is to take the popular material 
that has been built since the Chernin acquisi-
tion and take another crack at entering media’s 
mainstream. I have friends and relatives — the 
majority of whom would be considered pro-
gressive, many of whom are not white — who 
read Barstool regularly, like its videos on Insta-
gram and listen to ‘‘Pardon My Take.’’ Some are 
vaguely aware that Portnoy has said disturbing 
things about women, but they shrug it off  in 
the same way they shrug off  the cloud of bad 
news that continually engulfs the N.F.L. The vast 
majority of the Barstool content they consume 
ticks between standard-fare aggregation (funny 
videos, memes, weird stories from Florida) and 
genuinely enjoyable content aimed directly at 
men who, like me, grew up watching sports and 
went to colleges where we watched sports with 
our sports-watching friends. 

During the N.H.L. fi nals in June, I went to the 
Barstool offi  ces to watch a recording of ‘‘Pardon 
My Take.’’ Katz, who is not as fat as he claims to 
be on air, sat in a La-Z-Boy, idly watching hock-
ey and scribbling notes. His co-host, who goes 
by the pseudonym PFT Commenter, tried out 
jokes about handshake lines and the superiority 
of the N.H.L. to the N.B.A. When the game ended, 
they settled on a list of segments and piled into a 
small recording studio, completely bare except 
for poorly stapled acoustic tiles and posters of 
Chris Berman and Lenny Dykstra.

They rattled through the show without sec-
ond takes or pauses, the jokes and banter falling 
into a familiar, rapid rhythm. Katz is the straight 
man; he is mostly playing himself, an aff able dude 
who loves his Chicago sports and could easily 
slide into the chair of any ESPN opinion show. 
PFT Commenter, who has shoulder-length hair 
and wears Hawaiian shirts, has created a type of 
character that has never really been seen in sports 
media — a gag version of a commenter on the 
well-traffi  cked N.F.L. blog Pro Football Talk, his 
tweets and columns fi lled with the spelling errors, 
prejudices and leaps of logic that plague all open 
forums about sports. In 2015, covering the early 
part of the presidential campaign, in character, 
for SB Nation, he would pound airplane bottles of 
Fireball whiskey and walk straight into scrums of 
reporters; outside a Republican debate in Cleve-
land, he held up a sign behind Chris Matthews 
that read, ‘‘Is Joe Flacco a ELITE Quaterback?’’ 

Almost everything about ‘‘Pardon My Take’’ is 
a densely referential sports-fan in-joke. Even the 
title plays off  two ESPN talk shows, ‘‘Pardon the 
Interruption’’ and ‘‘First Take.’’ If you’ve never 
watched Chris Berman run through a highlight 
reel or admired the sports-yelling talents of 

Stephen A. Smith, Katz and Commenter might 
as well be speaking a foreign language. But most 
sports fans have watched hundreds of hours of 
ESPN programming, absorbing all the tics, cli-
chés and motifs that Katz and Commenter have 
quilted together into a pitch-perfect satirical 
pidgin. One of its catchiest elements derives 
from the N.F.L.-coach habit of explaining some 
bit of masculine bluster by saying ‘‘I’m a foot-
ball guy’’ — in my time at Barstool, at least 70 
percent of conversations seemed to include 
some deadpan variation on ‘‘I’m a huge [some-
thing] guy.’’ This entertaining mix has attracted 
an impressive list of high-profi le athletes and 
media fi gures to the show. Before the Chernin 
deal, Portnoy had not seen the value in produc-
ing podcasts, which he admitted to me was a 
‘‘big mistake’’; now ‘‘Pardon My Take’’ is Bar-
stool’s fl agship product. Katz and Commenter 
were, until October, proof that Barstool could 
be scrubbed clean and scaled up.

During our conversations, Portnoy kept 
bringing up ‘‘Saturday Night Live,’’ mention-
ing it as a model for Barstool. What he meant 
was that he wanted to create a broad cast of 
characters, each capable of his or her own inde-
pendent success. Barstool has hired the ESPN 
sideline reporter Julie Stewart-Binks; Michael 
Rapaport, the character actor who hosts a pop-
ular podcast; the former major-league pitcher 
Dallas Braden; Pat McAfee, an N.F.L. punter 
who retired midcareer to sign with Portnoy; 
and Adam Ferrone, a battle-rap champion who 
told me that he pestered Barstool for two years 
for a job. By choosing Barstool, each seems to 
be signing on with the gospel of Portnoy: Say 
what’s on your mind — and if anyone has a prob-
lem with it, fi ght back.

The morning after Skipper sent out the ESPN 
memo canceling ‘‘Van Talk,’’ I met Portnoy in 
his hoarder’s den of an offi  ce, where Tom Brady 
memorabilia and stacks of paper occupied 
every surface. He seemed unusually subdued. 
His nearly manic manner had dissipated into a 
fog of half-formed sound bites and what felt like 
sincere anxi ety. He expressed regret over hurt-
ing Katz and Commenter’s television prospects, 
denounced ESPN’s cowardice and called out the 
hypocrisy of any female journalist at ESPN who 
had ever tweeted an edgy joke in the past.  ‘‘I used 
to think of Barstool like a comedy club,’’ he said. 
‘‘Just me talking to my guys. But things have defi -
nitely changed.’’ Then, after a pause, he seemed 
to have a change of heart: ‘‘ESPN thought they 
were going to get Barstool without Barstool. How 
does that even work?’’

 Over the days to come, Portnoy and a hand-
ful of bloggers — alongside hundreds of Stoolie 
volunteers — scrubbed through the social-media 
accounts of women at ESPN who had spoken 
out about them, resurfacing every comment that 
was even slightly off -color. (‘‘I hate hypocrisy,’’ 

Portnoy told me — and that image, of ugly hones-
ty triumphing over hypocrisy, probably explains 
Barstool’s appeal to young men better than any of 
its content.) A week later, Henry Lockwood, the 
producer of ‘‘Pardon My Take,’’ tweeted that Britt 
McHenry had ‘‘cankles,’’ leading to another spat. 
It was as if Barstool was doubling down on being 
more Barstool than ever, even though ESPN 
wasn’t the only partner that had been scared off : 
Portnoy told me another network had backed 
away from a deal, and that some advertisers had 
expressed concern.

We talked about something that happened a 
few hours before ESPN’s announcement, while 
Portnoy was recording one of his daily pizza 
reviews — a Barstool programming staple in 
which Portnoy tries to review every pizza joint 
in Manhattan. That day, his guest was Jake Paul, 
the 20-year-old YouTube heel who might be the 
only person on the internet better than Portnoy at 
turning hate and controversy into merchandising 
opportunities. ‘‘People know I’m a Jake Paul guy,’’ 
Portnoy said. ‘‘I respect people who take over the 
internet, and this guy has got maybe more haters 
than I do, which I also love.’’ He ventured that ‘‘if 
you put Team 10’’ — the name of Paul’s company 
— ‘‘with the Stoolies, I think we can bring down, 
like, the entire country.’’

He was joking, but if companies like ESPN 
want to corral the millions of young people who 
have cut cable cords, turned off  ‘‘SportsCenter’’ 
and fl ocked to unfi ltered and anarchic inter-
net personalities, they will have to reckon with 
Jake Pauls and Dave Portnoys. The truth about 
ESPN’s supposed bias will not really matter: 
A lot of people, like Ives the intern, believe 
that the Worldwide Leader in Sports no longer 
speaks to them. Their grievances, like those 
of the angry men who fume over the female 
cast of ‘‘Ghostbusters’’ or ethics in video-game 
journalism, will seem absurdly petty, whether 
they’re complaining about the rare yet some-
how oppressive sight of a female sportscaster or 
the unbearable burden placed upon their con-
sciences by a two-minute conversation about 
Colin Kaepernick. But they will voice these 
grievances online with enough volume and vit-
riol to worry even the most reasonable media 
executive. And if that executive doesn’t bend to 
their will, they will seek out someone, anyone, 
who feels more authentic to their experience, 
whatever that may mean. For huge media con-
glomerates, this dynamic might matter only in 
the margins; ESPN surely has more immediate 
business concerns. But gains in media right now 
occur only in the margins. The market ineffi  -
ciencies will not be ignored.

In his offi  ce, I asked Portnoy why he thought 
ESPN had been interested in partnering with 
Barstool in the fi rst place, given its past. A half-
smile crept over his face. ‘‘You know, it’s like that 
Batman quote,’’ he said. ‘‘In a time of desperation, 
you turn to a man you don’t fully understand.’’�  
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Answers to puzzle on Page 74

SPELLING BEE

Ceremony (3 points). Also: Corny, coyer, crony, economy, 

emery, enemy, memory, mercy, merry, mommy, money, 

moneymen, ornery, recency, roomy, yeomen. If you found 

other legitimate dictionary words in the beehive, feel free 

to include them in your score.
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ACROSTIC

A. Moire

B. Edwin Booth

C. Routine

D. Awry

E. Leadfoot

F. In a huff

G. Bear hug

H. Ives

I. Ganache

J. Blind spot

K. Affable

L. New wave

M. Geritol

N. Indy

O. Nimbus

P. Agnew

Q. Lost touch

R. Itch

S. Theft

T. Tweety

U. Low-top

V. Eyeshot

W. Reefer

X. Out-and-out

Y. Owens

Z. Mash note

(ZEEYA) MERALI, (A) BIG BANG IN A LITTLE ROOM 

— Before the digital age, if you tuned your TV to 

somewhere between channels, it would show the faint 

hum of white noise or snow. One percent of that 

snow was actually made up of radiation left over by 

the big bang.

‘S-Q’S ME!’

G I F F O R D A C L U A N I M I S T S

I N E R R O R W R E N D I N E D O U T

S Q U A N D E R L U S T A L A N A L D A

M A S S E O R I E N T V O N

I M S E T S Q U E A L E R D E A L E R

T O Q U E S R A N D D E L L A

S O U P H A S B R O R E L Y N S F W

M R I T A M P A O A T P I Q U E

E E R S Q U I N T E R S T A L E U M A

M T A S T E A D I E S E A S I E R

A M H E R S T P I G I M P A S S E

L O O N I E M A I L E D I N O O H

V A L S Q U I R R E L Y B I R D L E A

I N E R T R E T N I T E S I M P

N A S A M I N I F L O S S Y T S O S

G R O G S T O O D S C O T T O

S Q U A R E S T H E B E E F A P S E S

B T U T A L E S E W A S N T

E R E C T I L E S Q U A W K A T H O N S

T A U T E N E D K U R D E L B A R T O

S P E N D E R S Y E N S S K E T C H Y
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By Fred Piscop

SPLIT DECISIONS

The only clues in this 

crossword are the letter 

pairs provided in the 

grid. Each answer across 

and down consists of 

two words, which share 

the letters to be entered 

in the empty squares. 

In the example below, 

the letters S, E and W 

are added to complete 

the words SINEW and 

SCREW. Some of the 

combinations in the grid 

may have more than 

one possible answer, but 

only one will fit with all 

the crossings.

Example:

becomes

SPELLING BEE
By Frank Longo

How many common words of 5 or more letters can 

you spell using the letters in the hive? Every answer 

must use the center letter at least once. Letters may 

be reused in a word. At least one word will use all 7 

letters. Proper names and hyphenated words are not 

allowed. Score 1 point for each answer, and 3 points 

for a word that uses all 7 letters.

Rating: 6 = good; 11 = excellent; 16 = genius

Y

C

R

O

E

M

N

Our list of words, worth 19 points, appears with last week’s answers.

BOXING MATCH
By Thinh Van Duc Lai

DOUBLE VISION
By Patrick Berry

Place numbers from 1 to 9 in the grid so that each 

outlined region contains consecutive numbers, and so 

that the sum of numbers in every 3x3 area is the same. 

The grid has 16 overlapping 3x3 areas. Solving hint: 

When 3x3 areas overlap, the sum of the numbers in 

their unshared squares must be equal. In the example, 

the total of each 3x3 area is 42.

Each answer in this puzzle is a familiar two-word 

phrase in which both words fit one of the letter patterns 

shown. For instance, the pattern S __ __ RT might 

represent the answer SPORT SHIRT. Clues for the 12 

answers are given at the bottom in mixed order.

 1. CAN __ __

 2. __ HE __ T

 3. R __ DE __

 4. S __ AL __

 5. WH __ __ E

 6. __ AS __ E __

 7. BU __ __ E __

 8. T __ __ KE __

 9. __ E __ ER __ __

 10. P __ N __ __ ES

 11. __ __ E __ ATOR

 12. S __ __ __ EN __ E __

America’s central banking system • Christmas sweets 

• Competitor on a bucking bronco • Economizes 

wherever possible • Egg-hunt container • Held a 

no-nonsense discussion • Miniature form • Moby Dick, 

for one • Piece of lab equipment connected to a gas 

jet • Relatively light punishments for first-time 

offenders • Unscrupulous student’s aid • Worker 

whose job has its ups and downs?

> 

Ex.
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the name recognition they’d worked to foster 
might begin to translate into voter commitments. 
When returning summer volunteers arrived, they 
found a more mature operation: there was a sign-
in table in the entryway, three times the turnout 
and a campaign staff  large enough for one person 
to do check in, one person to divide the turf and 
a third to guide the orientations. 

Reid as a candidate seemed looser and more 
confi dent. He’d received recent endorsements 
from the League of Conservation Voters and 
the Sierra Club, and was willing to talk about 
more diffi  cult subjects. ‘‘There’s some hesitation 
among people of color to put up yard signs’’ 
for a Democrat, he told a group of volunteers, 
‘‘after what we’ve seen, down in Charlottesville 
and elsewhere, with the emboldening of white 
supremacists.’’ He did not seem like the sort of 
person who’d ever had reason to refer to white 
supremacy. He was, however, still making the 
same joke about giving an award to whoever had 
traveled the farthest to volunteer.

For canvassers, the script was slightly diff erent 
in this phase of the campaign. They were now 
instructed to ask directly if the campaign could 
count on the respondent’s vote. The fi eld orga-
nizer explained that if volunteers found them-
selves in a position to discuss Delegate Greason’s 
record in Richmond, they should mention that 
he missed more than 700 votes — 713, to be pre-
cise. A volunteer raised his hand to ask how many 
pieces of legislation actually came before the del-
egates; he thought it would be more impressive 
to express Greason’s absences as a percentage. 
Sorenson, at her computer, rolled her eyes. Once 
he left, she looked up. ‘‘I know exactly how many 
pieces of legislation came before the chamber, 
and I picked that number for a reason! We do not 
want to express it as a percentage.’’

For every volunteer who saw fi t to challenge 
the campaign’s authority or its expertise, how-
ever, there were half a dozen there for a politi-
cal education. If everybody hated the tolls, more 
than one canvasser asked, why were they so high? 
Well, the campaign answered, the Australian fi rm 
that owned the Dulles Greenway had donated 
$8,000 to Delegate Greason. There was some-
thing about the modesty of that fi gure that got 
even distant volunteers incensed on behalf of 
the local community. The confl icts surrounding 
Trump’s D.C. hotel and the emoluments clause 
were exasperating but remote in their immensity, 
whereas a $6 toll for a $2.29 bottle of milk was an 
aff ront you could grasp.

With 11 days to go before the election, their 
ground strategy shifted from the voter-commit-
ment stage to the fi nal get-out-the-vote eff ort; 
on the campaign’s fi nal Saturday, they enlisted 
205 volunteers to go door to door helping vot-
ers articulate an explicit plan for when and how 

they’d go to the polls on Tuesday. The race, as 
Sorenson predicted, was going to come down to 
turnout on the margins: their tracking poll had 
them in a dead heat. Sorenson’s estimate was that 
Reid needed 13,150 votes to win, and it was easy 
for her to imagine that the fi nal tallies would be 
within the 1 percent margin that would trigger 
an automatic recount. With the race tightening, 
Greason sent mailers that described Reid as a 
radical leftist who had taken ‘‘tens of thousands 
of dollars from New York, Washington and Cali-
fornia.’’ Sorenson showed it to me and shrugged. 
“Well, that last part’s true.”

Sorenson was grateful for all the money and 
help from her outside volunteers, but what most 
moved her was when she felt someone had made 
the organizational leap from political fury to polit-
ical identifi cation. When one of her Sister Dis-
trict captains in Maryland asked for a yard sign, 
Sorenson furrowed her brow and asked her why 
she wanted one on the other side of the river. The 
volunteer simply said, ‘‘We need to expand what 
we think of as our own backyard.’’ Sorenson didn’t 
have a lot of time for mawkishness, but that idea, 
she said, ‘‘is just beautiful to me.’’ And she could 
appreciate whatever it was that got people newly 
involved in politics and kept them there. If Indi-
visible wanted to call Virginia ‘‘the fi rst statewide 
referendum on Trump,’’ that was fi ne with her, as 
long as they didn’t set expectations so high that 
their support couldn’t survive a disappointment. 

Election Day was a dark deluge of hard, driving 
rain. Sorenson put on high green galoshes and 
met Reid at his polling place at 7 a.m., then sent 
him on a tour of polling locations to shake hands 
and take selfi es. She went back to their staging 
location in the  rec room of some dedicated sup-
porters. Everybody seemed to have a diff erent 
idle conviction about which kind of voter was 
most susceptible to the weather, but Sorenson 
screened out the chatter, sitting on a high stool 
in front of her laptop,  an overheated phone in her 
hand. She left only to vote herself, and to check 
up on an alarming but ultimately false story she 
heard about an older supporter who’d had her 
ballot disqualifi ed for no reason.

The foot traffi  c — not just the usual folks from 
D.C. or Maryland, but people who came from 
California, Florida and Iowa — was so steady 
that the campaign began to run out of clip-
boards. Volunteers would arrive, muddy and 
soaked, peel off  their clear ponchos and hand 
over their unreadably macerated voter rolls. By 
midafternoon, they were almost fi nished with 
the fi fth complete pass they’d done, over their 
11-day ‘‘mobilization window,’’ of all 10,000 doors 
in their universe. Most returnees declared that 
everyone on their lists had either voted already 
or was just waiting for a spouse to come watch 
the kids; some of them stopped Sorenson to tell 
her stories about how they took a moment at the 
end of their shifts to circle back around and check 

on these promissory replies, and more often than 
not they encountered ‘‘I voted’’ stickers. Then 
they’d be handed a new packet and sent back out 
into the rain. Someone in need of reprieve asked 
Sorenson when she planned to wrap things up 
for the day. ‘‘When do you stop? If your nearest 
polling place closes at 7:00 and is two minutes 
away, you stop at 6:58.’’

Sorenson didn’t feel she could really trust the 
numbers that were coming in — turnout, she 
thought, couldn’t realistically be as high as it 
seemed to be — but by 4 o’clock she could no 
longer ignore the fact that most polling places 
had already far exceeded the  totals they usually 
showed in off  years. She dealt with her mounting 
anxiety by making new spreadsheets to compare 
precinct-level historical data and devoted her last 
hour of her campaign’s last day to one fi nal round 
of phone-banking to voters in what she worried 
was her one underperforming precinct. 

The campaign party was at a favorite strip-mall 
wine bar. Sorenson went home to change, think-
ing she might have a moment to herself before 
the results came in, but by the time she and the 
rest of her team arrived, 90 percent of Loudoun’s 
precincts were reporting. Reid’s race was one 
of the fi rst calls. He won with more than 17,000 
votes, by at least 17 points. Shoals of well-wishers 
formed around Sorenson, touching her arms and 
shoulders and yelling through their tears. ‘‘You are 
so [expletive] awesome,‘‘ one said. ‘‘You brought 
happiness back into our lives,’’ said another. 

Sorenson made her way through the crowd 
slowly and with only a small, hesitant, curious 
smile. Every few minutes the growing crowd 
reacted to new results. Wins at the top of the 
ticket brought sighs of relief, but the shouted 
announcement of each successive delegate vic-
tory triggered gasps and whoops of astonish-
ment: the fi rst Asian-American woman, the fi rst 
two Latina women, the fi rst out lesbian, the fi rst 
trans woman, an African-American woman, even 
a woman in a Trump district; altogether at least 
11 new Democratic women, seven from North-
ern Virginia alone, in a swell that seemed likely 
to result in 16 fl ipped districts for a tied House. 
Eventually Sorenson sat down with her fi nance 
and fi eld directors — the three young women, 
Reid later proclaimed, who organized a legion 
of volunteers and brought them to victory — to 
eat some cheese; she particularly liked the kind 
of Brie they had there, which is why they chose 
the venue for the party. She stopped to read a 
congratulatory text from ‘‘Joe Biden’s guy.’’ 

Her fi nance director looked over at her and 
asked, through a fl ood of tears: ‘‘How are you 
so calm? I feel like we’ve all been in our little 
bubble, but look’’ — she gestured toward the 
television overhead — ‘‘we’re on MSNBC! How 
are you not crying?’’

Sorenson just smiled her smile of mellow 
detachment , and fi nally spoke. ‘‘I just kind of want 
to throw my phone into the ocean.’’�  

Virginia

(Continued from Page 39)



Fill the grid with digits so as not to repeat a digit in any row or column, and so that the digits within each 

heavily outlined box will produce the target number shown, by using addition, subtraction, multiplication 

or division, as indicated in the box. A 5x5 grid will use the digits 1–5. A 7x7 grid will use 1–7.
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($39.95 a year). For the daily puzzle commentary:

nytimes.com/wordplay.
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  ACROSS

 1 Sports fi gures

 6 Words said through 

a car window

 11 The Land Shark’s 

show, for short

 14 Throw (together)

 18 Fervor

 19 Reno’s county

 20 It may come 

hot or iced

 21 ____ Modern

 22 This clue’s 

110-Across, 

timewise

 24 Not defi nitely 

going to happen

 26 Furry, red TV 

character

 27 Young actress who 

played two main 

characters in “The 

Parent Trap”

 28 This clue’s 

110-Across, 

at the Olympics

 30 Flipped (through)

 32 Former executive 

with the same 

interior letters 

as his company

 34 As such

 35 Compete (for)

 36 Opposite of blanc

 38 N.Y.C. attraction

 40 “I love her ten 

times more than 

____ I did”: Shak.

 41 Large amount

 44 Steak ____

 46 End of the sci-fi  

fi lm titles “First 

Man …” and 

“Last Days …”

 49 This clue’s 

110-Across, as 

is relevant 

each November

 52 Assessment: Abbr.

 53 Mork’s boss on 

“Mork & Mindy”

 54 Branching point

 55 Leave one’s mark?

 59 Bro or sis: Abbr.

 60 Phillies’ div.

 61 Staple of 

Southern cuisine

 62 One after whom 

a Times Square 

museum is named

 63 Prefi x with -mester

 64 This clue’s 

110-Across, to 

the superstitious

 69 Martinique, 

par exemple

 70 Words of 

adulation

 72 Mimics

 73 Temple athlete

 74 Clear, as a table

 75 Jordan who 

directed “Get Out”

 76 Feline’s warning

 77 Home of Oral 

Roberts University

 80 Shakespearean 

plotter

 81 This clue’s 

110-Across, in 

chemistry

 85 Return fee?

 87 Moving 

companies?

 88 Unit of grass

 89 Article in a 

German paper

 90 Quash

 92 State sch. on the 

Pacifi c Coast

 93 Co. leader

 94 Beethoven 

dedicatee

 97 Pat of “The 

Karate Kid”

 99 Thanksgiving role

 102 This clue’s 

110-Across, 

in terms of 

attractiveness

 104 2017 U.S. 

Open winner

 107 13th or 15th

 109 “My word!”

 110 Something to 

count to 

understand 22-, 

28-, 49-, 64-, 81- 

and 102-Across

 113 “____ It Romantic?”

 114 Designer Maya

 115 Dramatic battle cry

 116 Ornamental crown

 117 Rising concerns 

in modern times?

 118 “You rang?”

 119 Primetime ____

 120 Sen. Thurmond

  DOWN

 1 “Me too!!!”

 2 Warble

 3 Snapchat request

 4 Uselessly

 5 ____ Lanka

 6 Has in an old form?

 7 Labor agcy.

 8 Perform 

perfunctorily

 9 Debt note

 10 Certain high 

school clique

 11 One of the 

stuntmen on 

“Jackass”

 12 Old-fashioned 

“That’s absolutely 

the last time”

 13 The Lonely 

Mountain, 

for Smaug

 14 Play place

 15 Worker

 16 Place holders?

 17 Kitchen tool

 19 “____ have 

thought …”

 23 Giddy happiness

 25 Recipe amt.

 29 As far as one 

can recall

 31 Hero role in “The 

Force Awakens”

 33 Country whose 

name is also a two-

word sentence

 36 Badgers

 37 Crumbled 

froyo topping

 39 Nickname for a 

young Darth Vader

 41 Be really generous 

to a waiter

 42 Words before 

“I’m going in”

 43 List-ending phrase

 44 Weighed, in a way, 

as a container

 45 Orders

 47 University in 

Montreal

 48 Seniors’ org.

 50 ____ Heights

 51 Mild cheese

 56 Famous 

password stealer

 57 Inundated

 58 Trash-fi lled lot, e.g.

 60 Shooting stars?

 61 Green lights

 62 Mountain ash

 65 Been in bed

 66 Shipping center

 67 French fi lm award

 68 Some pears

 71 Custardy dessert

 76 Family Night 

entertainment

 77 One with a large 

bill at breakfast?

 78 Ones stationed 

at home

 79 Told stories

 80 McDonald’s slogan 

introduced in 2003

 82 URL ending

 83 Push

 84 Ride option

 85 Hollywood news

 86 Businesswoman 

Huffi  ngton

 89 Layer of skin

 91 Wooden 

nickels, e.g.

 93 Give a ring

 95 Blind parts

 96 Right-angle shape

 98 Fit to be tied

 99 2006 fi lm with 

massive profi ts in 

related toy sales

 100 One of Mr. 

Poe’s children 

in a Lemony 

Snicket book

 101 Back in

 103 Oleaginous

 105 Wrong

 106 Blue side, for short

 108 Fraud

 111 ____ de guerre

 112 French 

connections

By Tom McCoy
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

18 19 20 21

22 23 24 25

26 27 28 29

30 31 32 33 34

35 36 37 38 39 40

41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48

49 50 51

52 53 54 55 56 57 58

59 60 61 62

63 64 65 66 67 68 69

70 71 72 73 74

75 76 77 78 79 80

81 82 83 84

85 86 87 88

89 90 91 92 93

94 95 96 97 98 99 100 101

102 103 104 105 106 107 108

109 110 111 112

113 114 115 116

117 118 119 120

Note: The circled letters spell a bonus answer related to the puzzle’s theme.



Offer expires 11/30/17   * Flooring not available at this location

Enjoy the beauty of wood flooring with worry free qualities of XRP waterproof flooring 
by Final Vinyl Floors. These floors are made from 100% virgin material with newest 
technologies including the 5G click system, Zero VOC’s, and up to a 60 Year Warranty. 

The above kitchen was supplied by Cabinets To Go for the 2015 HGTV DREAM HOME. The retail cost for 
kitchen (cabinets only) shown above is $3,100.00
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Talk

St. Vincent 

Didn’t Mean 

To Write a 

Political Album 

‘‘Masseduction’’ is your fi fth album in 
10 years. How does your songwriting 
process work? I just walk around, and I 
collect things. When it’s time to write, I 
dump them all out at the landfi ll and sort 
through them. I start grouping things by 
color or by texture, slowly but surely. I 
just made a bunch of robots out of trash: 
That’s what it feels like. 
You’ve mentioned that the artist Jenny 
Holzer was infl uential in fi guring out 
the aesthetic of the album and the tour. 
In a lot of ways. I called the tour ‘‘Fear 
the Future,’’ because it made me laugh 
— it’s so ominous and prescriptive that 
it’s absurd. It reminded me of the big, 
bold edicts that Jenny Holzer would 
have superimposed on a building or a 
billboard, or of the billboards that you 
pass in the South: ‘‘JESUS IS COMING 
SOON’’ or something else apocalyptic. 
It just made me laugh.
Does it make you laugh when you see 
it now? Yes, but I think everyone’s in on 
the joke. 
It reminds me a bit of Kraftwerk. I’ll 
take that. 
This is a much more straightforward 
pop album than your previous works. 
Did you consciously try to go in a new 
direction? I knew that I wanted pro-
grammed drums and that I wanted 
pedal steel and that I wanted to write 
about power. 
How much did the current social climate 
aff ect you? I was very aff ected — as every-
one is, or was. We’re staring into the face 
of annihilation — what are we going to 
do? Blink? I was ruminating on sex and 
power and seduction and then thinking 

Interview by Molly Lambert

about something William S. Burroughs 
once said to the singer Genesis P-Orridge 
of Psychic TV: ‘‘Your task, Genesis, is to 
short-circuit control.’’ I would happily 
stand and be counted to be one of those, 
helping dismantle the power structure 
as it is. I think we’re going to see a really 
massive and exciting sea change toward 
more justice and more equality for the 
most marginalized. I did not start out to 
write a ‘‘political’’ album, because, frank-
ly, I’m not convinced those work. The 
way to hearts and minds is to be honest 
about your own heart and mind, but my 
person is politicized as a result of the 
time we’re living in. You can’t help but 
be political.
There’s a striking promotional image 
of you at a lectern and all the micro-
phones, which seems a little political. I 
do so many things because I think they’re 
funny or ridiculous. It felt so absurd to do 
a lot of pomp and circumstance about 
announcing an album, so part of that was 
being absurd and self-eff acing too. It’s 
dismantling the pretension of having an 
album but also poking fun at the imperi-
ous cult-leader kind of imagery of the last 
record. I wanted to be a little bit sillier 
with the presentation of it. Like, how can 
you be sexy ‘‘Pee-wee’s Playhouse’’? How 
can it be sexy but totally absurd and self-
aware and menacing?
The cover image is very sexy and men-
acing: There’s a woman bent over and 
stuck in a wall. After the flood of sto-
ries of sexual harassment and assault 
in Hollywood, I’ve been thinking about 
whether, say, a disembodied butt can 
be an image of power. Do you take peo-
ple’s reactions to statements like this 
as a litmus test? Not really. I’m not nec-
essarily trying to be provocative. My 
reality of what’s been funny or accept-
able or normal is different from other 
people’s. I’m not necessarily thinking, 
What’s going to get people riled in any 
way, shape or form? Though I’m happy 
for people to write a thesis unpacking 
it, I really just go off instinct. Is this 
intriguing to me? Is this funny to me? 
How does this make me feel? Maybe it’ll 
make other people feel that way.
Have you had to answer a lot of ques-
tions about whose butt it is? It’s my 
friend Carlotta. She’s super beautiful and 
really smart and very strange, and she has 
a great ass. I would feel terrible taking 
credit for such a great ass.�  In
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Age: 35

Occupation:

Musician

Hometown:

Dallas

St. Vincent is 

a Grammy Award-

winning singer 

and songwriter. She 

is a director of 

‘‘XX,’’ an anthology 

horror film.

Her Top 5 Horror 

Movies:

1. ‘‘Scream’’

2. ‘‘Scream 2’’

3. ‘‘Scream 3’’

4. ‘‘Scream 4’’

5. ‘‘Scream 5’’
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Save on everything... mattresses, headboards, beds and daybeds.
Plus... up to $500 cash back when you trade in your old mattress 

for a Top-Rated Charles P. Rogers mattress.
� 40%-50%-60% Savings

� Free Delivery and removal of your old mattress

NOW IS THE BEST TIME TO BUY. SHOP IN-STORE, BY PHONE OR ONLINE AT charlesprogers.com
FREE DELVERY AND REMOVAL AVAILABLE TO MOST U.S. ADDRESSES (DETAILS ONLINE).

NY factory showrooms: 26 West 17 Street (5-6 Aves) & 213 East 59 Street (2-3 Aves) in Manhattan. Daily 9-8, Sat. 10-7, Sun. 12-6 (closed Thanksgiving)
NJ factory store: 300 Rte 17 North, East Rutherford. Daily 10-6, Saturday 10-7 (closed Sunday and Thanksgiving).

Phone 800-272-7726 • We ship anywhere.

CHARLES P. ROGERS® IS A REGISTERED TRADEMARK. ©2017 CHARLES P. ROGERS & CO. 

BIGGEST SALE OF THE YEAR AT CHARLES P. ROGERS
INDEPENDENTLY TESTED AND TOP-RATED ESTATE, ST. REGIS AND POWERCORE NANO MATTRESSES NOW FROM $759.10 (SEE RATINGS LINKS ONLINE).
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Never settle for less 

than the best.

BEST PRIVATE  
BANK  
(U.S.)

BEST PRIVATE  
BANK  

for Family Offices  
(Global)

BEST PRIVATE  
BANK  

for Succession  
Planning  

(U.S.)

 

–Financial Times Group, 2017  

 

–Financial Times Group, 2017  

 

–Financial Times Group, 2017  

We are honored to be named the Financial Times Group’s Best Private Bank in the U.S.,  

Best Private Bank for Family Offices and Best Private Bank in the U.S. for Succession Planning.  

These awards recognize — among other reasons — dynamic asset growth in our goals-based  

wealth management program, low ratio of clients per advisor and outstanding transparency. 

To experience our best, call 866-803-5857 or visit northerntrust.com/best.

ACHIEVE GREATER
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