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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to the memory of my grandmother Clara Mamet.

         

         
            Hrubestow, Russian Poland, 1894

            Chicago, Illinois, 1976

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Any one who has ever tried to rectify an injustice or set a record straight comes to feel that he is going mad.

            Mary McCarthy, My Confession (1953)
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            Open City—an Introduction

         
         Like a general, a dramatist must think strategically. Strategy is planning to achieve an ultimate objective. Tactics are the implementation of specific contributory steps. The
            success or failure of these steps can only be evaluated in relation to the overall strategic goal. A tactic, a raid, a battle,
            cannot be successful independent of its strategic worth, as manpower, supplies, and will are always limited. Just like an
            audience’s attention.
         

         
         The dramatist can impose any amount of titillation on the audience and win its attention for the moment. But if the moment
            does not lead the audience to wonder what happens next, they have been tactically interested but strategically distracted.
            
         

         
         The essential task of the dramatist, then, is to eliminate every superfluity in construction, so that all that remains is
            the hero’s quest (“the plot”). Like the chess player, then, he must embrace the absolute primacy of analysis. For both, there
            is no such thing as a “brilliant move” which does not advance his objective.
         

         
         Characters in drama do not speak to express their feelings, but only to achieve their objectives. Just like politicians, whose utterances may be, coincidentally, true, but are spoken only strategically.
         

         
         In this they are the electorate’s opponents, employing our attention to advance their goals. (Why would they, no less than the chess player, make a move not calculated to do so?) We may discount their utterances as
            we would the facial expressions of a player at the poker table. We determine his strategy by his actions (call, raise, pass, fold). If we want to know what he might do, we must base our guess on what he has done, and, like the playwright, determine, from tactical steps, an underlying strategy. 
         

         
         *  *  *

         Since Obama the deep state of the American Left has been the enemy of Constitutional democracy. Their usurpation of power,
            destruction of the Constitutional protections, subvention of the media and the universities, obliteration of the border, and
            so on; their unwarranted prosecutions tormenting President Trump could only be understood as tactics in an ongoing coup. The
            Left’s strategic objective was the destruction of representative government, and all its contributory tactics made sense.
         

         
         Under Biden, however, and increasingly, in his accelerated decline, analysis of the Left’s strategy became more challenging
            for me. The scattershot assaults (tactically successful or not) did not conduce to the usurpation of power by any individual
            or group even remotely recognizable as the Democratic party. 
         

         
         It was absurd to believe 51 percent of the country would agree in bulk to the various enormities of: inflation, crime, abolishment
            of police, abandonment of Afghanistan and Israel, DEI, sexual indoctrination of children, censorship; and the candidacy first
            of an obviously senile crook; and, after him, an incoherent nullity. As all citizens were harmed by some of these, what organized power base or interest did the agglomeration benefit?
         

         
         I could not understand the insanity as elements of a Leftist coup, for each of the constituencies was acting in a way to forward
            its own agenda, but, in doing so, weakened a liberal unit. The horrors of the last four years did not make sense as the logical continuation of an Obamist coup. 
         

         
         One day I wearied of my incomprehension. As I could not change the incidents, “the givens,” I reanalyzed them to determine
            what I was looking at. And then I recognized the phenomenon. It is known as an Open City. 
         

         
         Obama was a Marxist and Islamist opportunist; all his acts are recognizable as attempts to increase his personal power in
            order to achieve his personal and ideological goals. He himself proclaimed that he had no interest in America as it existed,
            and he wanted it changed, and worked to do so.
         

         
         But, under Biden, the various identity groups, once coalesced under Obama, devolved into prosecution of each own’s particular objective or hobby horse, many of them unimportant or in fact objectionable to other groups, for all the cant about “intersectionality.”
            How did defunding Israel benefit trans-activists? Or banning fracking increase African-American economic status? How did abolishing
            the Southern border benefit anyone save Democrat vote-harvesters?
         

         
         Kamala Harris attempted to solidify these various inspired constituencies by the incantation “Joy,” but that and several billion
            dollars could not hold the Democratic party together.
         

         
         America 2020–2024 had become an Open City.

         
         Like Naples in 1943 and Paris in 1944, like Moscow in 1812, the controlling hegemony had fled, and the attacking force had
            not yet established control. Individuals, then, in the absence of any government, were free to plunder, loot, betray, subvert, at will—they had no interest in the ongoing health or viability
            of the City (in our case the State), but only in the newfound license for their particular thuggery. Exactly like marauding
            mobs in George Floyd Minneapolis, now looting as individuals, now forming groups to facilitate the depredations.
         

         
         The Biden-Harris administration had abdicated, no differently than the Tsar in 1917, leaving the underlings, as they thought
            good, to steal, subvert, or settle scores under the color of a now actually nonexistent administration, a fiction screened
            by the press. There was no rational, let alone beneficent, reason for our abandonment of the Bagram Airport. It was a decision
            made by some nameless bureaucrat happy with the bragging rights of momentary power, his success an inspiration to likeminded
            middle management and clerks unleashed.
         

         
         America had become an Open City. President Trump’s re-election crystallized the issue, which led us to the brink of civil
            war. It was not transgenderism, pronouns, abortion, climate change, DEI, or white supremacy, but the common sense and the
            rule of law versus chaos. Would the government exist to serve and protect the people according to those laws we had enacted,
            or would we have a junta and dictatorship destroying those who questioned their position?
         

         
         The issue was settled by plebiscite in November. Any who might decry the result are now witnessing a practical demonstration of their error. As I write, Los Angeles is still burning. Decade-long pleas of the fire department for increased funding were met by deep budget cuts, the money subverted to DEI. Warnings of various coastal and forest commissions about the danger of uncleared land went unanswered. A 117-million-gallon reservoir in the Palisades was allowed to empty. Urban gangs infest abandoned areas, protected by underfunded police; the long-outdated power grid is insufficient to supply electricity. 

         
         The formerly in power elected swore to defend the Constitution and the citizens. Their betrayals, crimes, and usurpations
            unquestionably dramatize the actual and sole legitimate operations of government: to preserve, protect, and defend the American
            people, according to the Constitution; that it is government’s job to do those things and only those things, which everyone
            needs but which no one can do for himself; the fire department, the police, the roads, and the sewers, the army, and emergency
            management.
         

         
         The rock has come through the window, and the country is, once again, at a crossroads.

         
         We will not be united regarding abortion, climate change, tariffs, vaccination. And we need not be.

         
         In order to thrive—and why shouldn’t we?—we need to unite to respect and defend the rule of law—the Constitution—which restricts
            the government, so allowing individual freedom, and prescribes rules for the orderly settlement of those things which divide
            us.
         

         
         Here are some of my thoughts on the issue.

         
         David Mamet

         
         
            Santa Monica, January 2025

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Box Jumper

         
         Edward R. Murrow (1908–65) came to fame as CBS Radio’s Voice of the Blitz. He reported from London during the worst of the
            bombings, from the roof of his hotel, giving a play-by-play of the savagery in his magnificent voice. “This is London . . .”
            In one broadcast, we hear the far-off bombs falling closer; then the sound recedes and Murrow reports the diminution with
            a slight but discernable regret. His is the ancient bloodlust of the reporter-as-hunter. He must have the story and will,
            quite literally, die to get it.
         

         
         Many of the postwar television anchors and newsmen came to prominence in the war, reporting from the front lines. Walter Cronkite
            flew missions over Germany in a B-17, as did Eric Sevareid, and so on.* They, like Daniel Pearl, Charles Kuralt, Scott Simon, Ernest Hemingway, and W. C. Heinz (the creator of M*A*S*H), risked their lives to get close enough to know the truth. Heinz wrote that the GI went out every day, fighting in order
            to live, and the correspondents, who had a choice, in order to live with themselves. 
         

         
         What of this reporter? I will place myself in the coterie of Marcellus and Bernardo, the sentries on the battlements of Hamlet’s
            castle. They are usually portrayed as gibbering about the Ghost. But their scene can be played differently: they are soldiers,
            and their duty is to stand their post and report danger. The scene becomes dramatic (rather than simply narrative) if its
            high point is the ratification of their report by their commander, Horatio. His vision of the ghost proved (to all) that not only were they not insane, but that they had fulfilled their responsibilities
            by not losing their minds in the face of horror.
         

         
         Achievement of Horatio’s “attaboy,” in my case, as in that of many conservatives, was the debate of June 28, 2024, which revealed to all but the deluded that Joe Biden was incompetent. 

         
         The debate proved that the die-hard deniers had permitted themselves to be suborned into psychosis, and that we, who’d witnessed
            it for years, were, in fact, simply correct and free to enjoy our vindication. I suggest a comparison to Mark Fuhrman, a hardworking
            detective made the sacrificial goat in O. J. Simpson’s murders of two innocents. And I fantasize his reaction on hearing an
            imagined Simpson’s deathbed confession to his crimes: “Fine, now may I have my life back?”
         

         
         How much energy we spend in justifying a lie.

         
         The legacy press, after the Biden debate revelation, were unashamed in reversing their narrative overnight. The same outlets
            that had proclaimed questions about the president’s mental health “disinformation” were now calling for his removal as senile.
            What could possibly induce them to hope their dolt chicanery would be accepted?
         

         
         The liberal’s bovine consumption of years of the same.

         
         The old South Side phrase was “I don’t need somebody to piss on my back and tell me it’s raining.” How much less necessary,
            to the even marginally observant, to add, “And that the Earth is burning; your child was born into the wrong sex, and President
            Trump is a Russian spy”?
         

         
         The cat had left the bag, but many chose to repeat the old mantra.

         
         At a postdebate dinner with an acquaintance, a vastly successful liberal financier:

         
         
            Me: You saw the debate. How can you deny it, Biden is demented.
            

            He: He had a cold.
            

         

         The behavior of this person (for all his ability to shift bags of money around) has a name: he is a fool.

         
         *  *  *

         My political writing, over the last twenty years, has been of the genre “Hold on a second . . .”

         
         Was no one paying attention to the absurd and pointless destruction of our cities, our economy, our youth, medicine, and our
            national defense?
         

         
         Many were, and they were all on the right, on AM radio, in two or three newspapers, on several blogs, and among the supporters
            of Donald Trump.
         

         
         His imperviousness to savagery coalesced the disenfranchised, exactly as Churchill did in wartime England. This is neither hagiography nor hyperbole. Trump is a hero, and his heirs will, God
            willing, increase the longevity of the American Experiment.
         

         
         *  *  *

         From T. S. Eliot:

         
         
            No, I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be.

            Am an attendant Lord, one that will do

            To swell a progress, start a scene or two.

         

         I am neither hero, like President Trump or the war correspondents, nor, finally, a sentry, like Marcellus and Bernardo. I
            will compare myself to Vanna White.
         

         
         For forty-two years she has been the box jumper* on Wheel of Fortune.
         

         
         For the first fourteen years, she was beckoned onto the stage to gesture toward the participants’ potential prizes. In 1996,
            she was given the task of describing them.
         

         
         Her career echoes my own. I’ve been writing plays and films for fifty years, a notably long run in a young person’s game.

         
         Changes in the American theater and the studio system induced me to slow my operations, much as a Sioux arrow might have done
            a cavalry trooper.
         

         
         The world could only, and understandably, stand so much work, which, whatever its excellence, had ceased to be a novelty.

         
         Charles the Something of France was reproved by his confessor for his randy ways. The King asked the cleric to name his favorite
            dish, and the priest said “partridge.” That night the King served him partridge. And he served it him every night for a month.
            The priest said, “Always partridge?” And the King replied, “Ah . . .”
         

         
         So I, the partridge in this case, took to writing novels, and essays to piece out my spare time.

         
         The writing of the best essays (Rebecca West, George Orwell, Dr. Johnson) is drawing the attention to that which, though obvious
            to the writer, has been invisible to a world whose obtuseness he finds curious in itself.
         

         
         The sentries on the battlements call their Commander to witness the bizarre events. He does so, thanks them, and reports to
            Hamlet, “Lemme tell you what we got here . . .”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Kennedys

         
         
            Every epoch, under names more or less specious, has deified its peculiar errors.

            —Percy Bysshe Shelley, A Defence of Poetry

         

         Having asserted my claim to literacy, I will now tell you what I’ve been reading, and why. I read for pleasure and find as
            much pleasing in browsing as I find drudgery in study. But I am preparing a film about the assassination of John F. Kennedy—and
            so I have returned to books I originally cherished “just because.”
         

         
         Here is Jack Ruby’s Girls, a 1970 fiction supposedly written by two of his strippers as a factual account. By their account, they are not B-girls and
            whores, but funny, quirky dancers; and Jack is not a thug, but a warm-hearted, civic-minded old bear. All criminal memoirs
            are selective at best; this one’s a mere cartoon, interesting for what it suppresses. What might that be?
         

         
         Another recurrence on my bedside table is The Great Zapruder Film Hoax (2003), a compilation of essays by photographers, photo analysts, and ballisticians, each establishing the falsity of the
            sole remaining film of JFK’s assassination. What’s wrong with the film? To begin, several frames are missing. No one has ever
            suggested a logical reason for their excision other than suppression of evidence. The blood-spatter explosion of the president’s
            head is clearly painted on. It exists only for one frame, 0.04 of a second. In frame 312 it is absent, in the following frame
            it’s there, and in the next frame it’s gone—not dispersed or dispersing but gone. I’ve been in the editing room for forty-five
            years, and I assure you, the film is faked.
         

         
         The alteration of the film in two instances proves its worthlessness as a document of anything other than deceit. For the film did not alter itself, and the various cameras confiscated in Dealey Plaza did not dispose of themselves. What did happen? Well, JFK was sharing a girlfriend with Sam Giancana of the Chicago mob; Jack Ruby and Oswald knew each other well; Oswald’s mother had been the girlfriend of a henchman of Carlos Marcello, head of the New Orleans mafia, and so on. But the Warren Commission concluded that Oswald acted entirely alone. 

         
         We may handily overlay the popular notion of mafia organizational structure onto that of the British nobility. The monarch
            appointed dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, and barons, each awarded both a domain and a responsibility. Some were charged
            with allegiance in their area; some, additionally, for its defense against insurrection; some, their lands lying on the border,
            for defense of the realm. The nobles constituted themselves, as a whole, against the commoners and peons. They banded together
            to pass laws criminal, civil, and religious, to ensure their hegemony and the integrity of the realm that preserved their
            position. Periodically, they warred with each other for supremacy under the ruler, or against him for the crown itself. (See
            the Wars of the Roses, Cromwell, the Five Families of New York.)
         

         
         Over time, however, successful associations, born in brigandage, go straight. Today’s British monarchy is a ceremonial outfit,
            and the various American crime families either disappeared with the times (see Boss Tweed’s control of New York through Irish
            immigrants), were subsumed by a larger and more powerful group (the Democratic Party), or were denatured by the times, as
            their constituency matriculated.
         

         
         Repeal forced urban bootlegging mobs to branch out into drugs; two world wars impoverished Britain and its nobility; and British
            entrance into the European Union (in 1973, it still called itself a “community”) after nine hundred years of power was in
            effect that act of “going legit,” which to any liberal looks like advanced reason, but which his enemies interpret correctly
            as inviting attack.
         

         
         It seems that the sole political entities that didn’t begin as crime families have been the democracies. These emerge not from powerful scheming to create that order which will support them at the cost of their opponents, but from a consensus of the wise or concerned, legislating peace through understanding of human weakness, and the attendant need for justice and order.*

         
         Democracies, then, like monarchies, must eventually fall when prosperity weakens resolve—that is, when the fat cats rule only
            because their progenitors were strong. Those capi di tutti capi who have merely inherited their place must be inferior in strength, reason, and viciousness to their forebears for they did not win but were gifted with their position.* Anyone might inherit good looks or physical strength, but not perspicacity and resolve, and never to a degree equal to that
            matured through existential struggle.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Ancient Israel was the nexus of the Asian Silk Road and African and Mediterranean commerce. Merchandise, culture, and fashion
            spread from the East over land, and over the sea to Greece, to Sicily, and then to Italy and Spain.
         

         
         The Sicilians inherited, adopted, or had forced upon them many cultures, and, like any border people periodically at risk,
            sought safety in the clan. For it was not only that any current rulers and customs of the state might be supplanted, but that
            they would be. What could be trusted then but blood ties? Nothing.
         

         
         The Sicilians in the mafia (as with the ’Ndrangheta and Camorra tribes), always subject to conquest, could operate only as a state-within-a-state. They and the Irish border folks took their insights into the New World (see Ethnic America by Thomas Sowell, 1981). These became the political machines: organized crime was its harness-mate, and the crossbreeding
            gave birth to various American political dynasties.
         

         
         Like monarchy, these attempt to accentuate their control not only through intimidation and assault, but through myth.* The myth of the royals is the Divine Right of Kings, and their wisdom, benignity, and devotion to public service. This last—a
            low-cost, though fragile assertion—is theoretically susceptible to public scrutiny through a free press. Absent this scrutiny,
            the myth of hereditary public service reveals its essential nature as the screen for depredation to the dissenting. We see
            this operation in religious wars, supposedly about doctrine, but in essence over hegemony.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Today, the Left’s protestation of benevolence is everywhere unsaid by its real threat of immediate ruin. The various territorial
            claims of the Left’s clans—#MeToo, Marxism, LGBTQ, DEI, environmentalism, feminism, Occupy, anarchism, and so on—spawn new
            collusions (intersectionality) and then intermural aggression (gay rights versus transgender rights) as one group tries to
            break to the rail. Life may be “the war of all against all” but each prosecutes it with as much aid as he can muster, and
            that aid was, originally, the family.
         

         
         The Scottish term for clan is sept; the Hebrew word is svat. Both mean seven, that is, the number of families making up a clan. The clan, then, is a military-company-sized group of
            individuals tied by blood, whose allegiance may be theoretically relied upon.
         

         
         The modern left works, consciously or not, to destroy the family as the basic unit of loyalty and replace it with allegiance to the state, which can only mean those proclaiming themselves the champions of the state (political chieftains), the states’ incarnation (dictators), or their like in the states’ demise (effectively warlords). 

         
         The decay of Western democracy has split the electorate into those accepting the new monolithic, unerring state and those
            preferring a constitutional accountability, that is, preferring democracy to subservience.
         

         
         What of the family? For the last fifty years, it has been denounced as “the nuclear family,” an adjective that, since 1945,
            has always meant “horrific.” The nuclear family has been eviscerated—by technology, contraception, penicillin, travel, and
            so on. Its decay has been ascribed to the champions of its demise: humanism, globalism, and atheism-as-reason. But these are
            only the beneficiaries of its decay. Membership in our various correct-thinking groups is actually an unconscious attempt
            to reconstitute the family—that group which might offer protection. Just like life in the urban gangs.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The Hebrew Bible is the record of the growth of the state from the family. The family is the Jewish, religious polity. Judaism
            is a home-based religion. Chapter by chapter, mankind’s development is shown in the Torah through the family dynamic. Cain
            slays Abel out of jealousy; Abraham almost sacrifices Isaac; Jacob steals Esau’s birthright; his sons kidnap and abandon Joseph.
         

         
         The Bible’s last purely familial exchange is that between Moses and his stepgrandfather, Pharaoh. This will be familiar to anyone who has grown up in a broken family. Pharaoh has raised the adopted Moses, effectively, to be his successor, but Moses displeases Pharaoh—not because he slew the taskmaster (after all, he was a prince of Egypt), but because he did so to protect a Jewish slave. Moses publicly demonstrated allegiance to that despised group from which he had been graciously rescued. He insulted the benevolence of his stepgrandfather, who asked nothing of him but expected simple loyalty.*

         
         Moses led the Jews out of Egypt, and in the desert the storied struggles of the biblical family were supplanted by the horrors
            of creating and maintaining a unified state. In the Exodus, clans, tribes, and individuals plot mutiny, challenge, disobey,
            and infuriate Moses, and the story changes from interfamilial dynamics to the birth of democracy—with individual freedom and
            equality constrained by obedience to law and threatened not by the disaffected individual but by faction. Moses’s power is depleted by age, and death spares him from the horror of his people’s behavior in the Promised Land. 
         

         
         The eternal struggle for power, absent operative myth and its defense, devolves into decay and the reversion of the state
            into the family or clan. The Godfather, our American myth, is the contemporary rendition of Greek drama. They portray the family members as gods and demigods, each
            embodying a recognizable human ambition and its inevitable attendant flaw. Greek wisdom and drama cross-decked to Sicily,
            and, thence to Hollywood, and the Corleone family is our House of Atreus.
         

         
         Every family will have a no-good brother-in-law, a crazed aunt or grandfather, a drunk, a homosexual, a member with an unutterable
            secret; the envied, the despised, the tolerated, the shunned. It is a compendium of humans—as flawed as we each know ourselves
            to be—endeavoring or constrained to live together under a set of customs, both based upon and engendering myth. For myth is the expression of an otherwise ungraspable perception; it grows from necessity and persists as it is operationally
            useful. When it is supplanted as unreasonable, blasphemous, or absurd, it creates the chaos allowing for new hegemony, and,
            thus, inevitably, new myth.*

         
         The new, “rational” content can only be derived from our human consciousness, which requires the comfort or control of myth—and, though it may change its content, it is psychologically bound to its form. The Twelve Tribes become the Twelve Caesars, the House of Atreus becomes the Kennedys, and Kaiserwetter becomes Kennedy Weather.
         

         
         Neither I nor you know much about that actual family, and much that we know may be false, exaggerated, or hagiographic, but
            the Myth of the Kennedys is that of a family beloved by both the more benevolent of the Fates, and their less easily amused
            sisters.
         

         
         Are they more depraved, luckless, criminal, perverted, violent, and so on, than the rest of us? Possibly, as their remove or immunity from scrutiny may, logically, induce excess. The antics of the Great being hailed as their “accomplishments”
            has an analogue in the nineteenth-century display of spiritualism. Here the medium demonstrated his supernatural powers, loosening
            himself from manacles or producing displays of “ectoplasm,” requiring only that they be done in the dark. The Kennedys are
            prominent, and we are all addicted to gossip, which is not only more exciting but less taxing than reason. Under its sway
            we are enthused with licensed salaciousness—and so a momentary sense of conjunction to those we envy and fear.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Many have asked, “What is love?” Inquiry has been redundant since the Playmates’s definitive answer in 1948:

         
         
            Q: What is love?

            A: Five feet of heaven in a ponytail.

         

         Those looking for a pleasant conundrum, though, may wonder how to define Fame. Today’s young fairly universally declare their
            ambition for it, but interpret the world largely through the filter of a machine. Fame to them, then, equals a number on a
            screen.
         

         
         But what does the figure represent? It may appear to record the number of those who’ve punched a button called “likes.” But what if the number is false, confected, or erroneous? Further, given the addiction to it, what number would be sufficient and would an addict not want to increase any number? What is the number at which the snakebit would be happy?
         

         
         It does not exist.

         
         In the real world, fame might of course be measured by money, but at what figure would even the most famous be content? The
            rich and famous, actually, devote a large amount of money and time to insulating themselves against those who have presumably
            supplied their fame.
         

         
         The celebrated in showbiz employ hacks to script their blogs, just as, in the old studio days, stoop workers were hired to
            autograph the stars’ photos. The great successes in show business have books written for them, recounting confected stories
            of an unusual, difficult childhood, and allow their name and image (but not their cash) to be used to promote various causes
            they presume would increase their Fame.
         

         
         But where is this Fame they pursue and protect?
         

         
         The superstars can never leave the house. If they are, in some unguarded moment, actually approached by a fan, who has slipped
            by the security and minders, the celebrity is incommoded by the sycophancy from which he’s paid to be shielded. In the confection
            of a false image, the book, the blog, the diseases, and “issues,” he is now neither the cart nor the horse, but a bystander.
         

         
         His fame may have supplied various houses, planes, agreeable bedmates, and tame physicians, but actual ebullitions of fans
            (should he encounter them), the undeniable molecules of Fame, make him sick. The case of the politician may afford us, their
            victims, some pleasure. They too move among and fatten upon the endorsement of those who, to them, are rubes.
         

         
         But, till lately, go among us they must: campaigning, pressing the flesh, kissing piss-laden babies, opening supermarkets,
            and so on—pitchmen selling the set smile or the concerned brow, day after day. Serves ’em right.
         

         
         Currently, however, campaigning has become one with that which once was showbiz, and is, in the computer age, the Information
            Highway, the Mother of Lies.
         

         
         There is no book or film so bad that it is issued without the enthusiastic quotes of some whore or dolt. And a candidate without endorsements is an ex-politician. 

         
         But the books, records, and films bore quotes (deserved or not), for an actual production (of whatever worth), while politicians
            are endorsed either for their promises, or in spite of their past performance.
         

         
         Fame, to these, is Air Force One, the Secret Service, and an unrestricted license to steal for themselves and their friends.
            The thrills here might wane over time; historically, ex-presidents retired from politics. Barack Obama stayed in, expanding
            his fief past the inevitable doorstop book and into manipulation of the Democratic Party and those it manipulates. I might
            have too, for it obviously is a lot of fun.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The hardest part of directing a film is stopping. For the very next morning, the captain of three hundred folks and $12 million
            is, once again, Old Dad, the clueless husband, thoughtlessly returned to clutter up the house during the day.
         

         
         But during the ten weeks of filming one had but to raise an eyebrow for the cappuccino to arrive or the intemperate interviewer
            be magicked away. How did the ex-presidents, of old, stand retirement?
         

         
         Some were given sinecure professorships or university presidencies, some actually had to make a living,* and some thought it good form to shuffle off to Buffalo and die while the dying was good.*

         
         Where is this fame of which we speak?

         
         The girls fall in love with the fellows up there in the band. Call it evil or good, it is inevitable: we imbue the notable and visible with qualities beyond those of mortal man. (See the vitriol of Trump Derangement Syndrome, as if an actual human being had committed every crime in the calendar, and those yet without a name—as if he were, actually the Devil. Or a Jew.) 

         
         The computer-generated response of the young:

         
         
            Q: What do you want to be when you grow up, Johnny?

            A: I want to be famous.

         

         This is a sad remove from not only “I want to be an astronaut” but “I want to be a famous astronaut”; it elides the notion
            of accomplishment.
         

         
         What is Fame?

         
         The magic numbers of “likes” must, on attainment, prove as insufficient as did the favors of Marilyn Monroe.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Shill

         
         Ma and Pa Kettle who’d suffered an injustice might possibly get an appointment with their congressman. Showing up, they would
            probably be told he’d been called away but his personal assistant would give their case all his attention. But a fellow whose
            dad was the congressman’s principal donor wasn’t going to no Vietnam.
         

         
         A representative must regularly raise $50,000 to stay in office. Regularly means every day, and so a politician is a shill.
            He has no skill other than persuasion and has never practiced it other than in fibbing to his constituents and flattering
            his paymasters.
         

         
         The shill at the three-card-monte game is hired to pretend to win and then to “side” with the yokels and show them how to
            do the same. The politician presents himself as the friend of the voter, but, elected, can only vote at the direction of his
            owners. He is their employee and, absent their favor, has no other means of support. Once “on the inside,” he is free to wheel,
            deal, and connive with the folks any side of the aisle, for his personal benefit, as long as his choices do not harm his employer’s
            interests. Here he is like the crooked bartender, allowed a certain latitude in making change, or pouring the odd, unnoted
            drink, as long as he keeps his hands out of the till.
         

         
         Why would big money—individuals, or corporations (which, finally, can mean only the individuals who control them)—support
            politicians? To do good? What prohibits the money from doing good directly? Can any sane individual conceive that money will
            stretch further or be more effective for having been passed through a bureaucracy?
         

         
         The government here is like the horse. A philanthropic individual might distribute oats to the poor, or pass them through the horse and then pick out the undigested oats. Those employed to paw through the manure and distribute the residue are the bureaucrats. Elected officials are the horse. 

         
         Government is good for those things, and those things only, that the individual cannot do for himself. The horse can haul
            burdens. It cannot make a fourth at whist, nor improve the quality of the oats it eats, nor having eaten them distribute them
            more fairly or effectively than one could have in their undigested state.
         

         
         An organization proclaiming itself as the champion of good may legitimately believe in both its mission and its methods—but
            when the proclamation is essentially a request for funds, our skepticism must be excused. Jesus didn’t ask for money, he suggested
            each share with the needy. His infrastructure was limited to twelve self-supporting adherents, and 8.3 percent of them sold
            him out.
         

         
         Alcoholics Anonymous doesn’t ask for money, and doesn’t advertise that they “do good.” They just do so, and the interested
            are free to observe.
         

         
         Contemporary art museums operate as a tripartite mutual admiration society:* the artists needn’t wonder if their random offerings are trash, as they are exhibited by museums, chosen by curators who
            are both paid by the museum board and rewarded with artwork by the grateful artists. The third party to the happiness is the
            public, content to pay for the privilege of being cultured.
         

         
         We may overlay the organization of the three-card-monte mob onto that of the museum and try for a fit. But who are the shills?
            Or do each of the three parties share out the duties, like the household when Mom is away?
         

         
         Prior to Alan Turing’s invention of the computer, the German Enigma machine’s code was unbreakable. The British codebreakers
            tried to muscle their way in with various ancient tools, sliding test alphabets against each other and looking for a match.
         

         
         They discovered that the human mind is incapable of creating a string of random numbers, and so, with enough samples, a pattern must reveal itself. Contemporary cryptographers therefore use computers to create random numbers. We accidentally reiterated the experiment at home with the poetry game. 

         
         Back in the seventies, some wit (this author) brought a new treat to gatherings enjoying an after-dinner game. He realized
            that if two persons each took a poem from the New Yorker and read a line from his poem alternatively, the result—by usual acclaim—was superior to either of the two original compositions.
         

         
         Good clean fun, as the individual lines are not only the result of our sick human consciousness* also but double-tainted, since our attempt to indict as corrupt a pretension (awful “poetry”) is already corrupted (by the
            poet’s fraudulent assurance that he can write and has something to say).
         

         
         The individual New Yorker poems, all school of: “rain at my windowpane,” or something about a cat, loneliness, the heart, and a list of various objects
            or states suggesting dejection, scream their identity as trash. The resulting pastiche is easily more interesting.
         

         
         Why? Because the game has had muscled into it an order past that capable of human degradation. That order is randomness, which
            actually has the power to arrest by the suggestion that it contains some previously unnoticed meaning.
         

         
         The supposed randomness of the actual New Yorker poem is understood by the reader as the bargain: “I, the writer, have feelings too deep to be expressed in a traditionally
            justified line. Perhaps you, Reader, do too . . . ?”
         

         
         There’s nothing in that poem to provoke—the test: ask anyone praising such a composition, one half hour after having read
            it, to quote a line. They will say it was not the line, but the composition as a whole which inspired them, but they’ll be
            unable to describe or explain the composition and will revert, then, to talking about the feelings it engendered, which will
            curiously always be a feeling (in the poet and the self-congratulatory reader) of loss, sorrow, dissatisfaction, hurt, anger,
            and the ineffable wistfulness of longing.
         

         
         In short, the reader and the writer are unconsciously in cahoots to approximate some of the feelings supposedly associated with reading and writing in verse, without the actual drudgery of composition—the reader here effectively endorsing the lack, and thus his own potential capacity for creativity. 

         
         Should we transcribe our group composition (the randomized poem), we will announce it better than anything we read in the
            original forum. Of course we will, for just like the rain at the windowpane, writer and reader, we are praising our own artistic
            soul—never previously understood as such—but always suspected or felt. (This is as inevitable as the fortune-teller informing
            us, offhand, that she detects in us a certain extrasensory ability. Which of us, hearing the comment, ever doubted it? Had we not suspected it all the time?)
         

         
         Her comment and the offering of garbage as poetry are the actions of a shill. And any shill—a supposedly disinterested individual
            offering something for nothing—is easily recognized: they are offering us something for nothing. How do they bypass our human
            wariness? By flattering our intelligence. The shill, the faux Scandinavian tourist of The Monte Mob, says, “I see that you,
            like me, are wary. I’ve been watching this fellow for a half hour, tell me if you see the same things I see . . .” And so on.
         

         
         The bad, stinks-of-the-lamp trash poem makes us the same offer. Our randomized poem, however, breaks free of our human capacity
            for self-deception. What, then, do we merrymakers do? After praising its freedom-from-taint, we might suggest neatening it
            up. This is the equivalent of Sam Goldwyn’s direction to his office staff. He came to work to see them loading boxes with
            files. He asked what they were up to and was told they were discarding outdated material. “That’s fine,” he said. “Just make
            sure you keep a copy of everything.”
         

         
         Our perception that the communal poem might be bettered by the wee-est imposition of human order is error. For the randomness
            of our party-game composition is the only thing differentiating it from the human-generated trash. Actual randomness, that is, in
            surpassing the conscious mind, operates something like talent, which both of are the connection to something unlike consciousness.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The lights go down on stage or screen and we are involved in a complicity. We will suspend our disbelief in return for being
            told a story.
         

         
         The mafia, busting out a business, offers a somewhat different bargain: we, who may be in their debt, can go along with whatever
            terms they offer, preferring them to bankruptcy or death; and, having agreed, will then face each escalation of demands habituated
            to our complicity, unmanned by our cowardice, and financially weakened.
         

         
         The bust-out indebted gambler may accept a ruinous short-term gangster loan, incapable of repayment, and then sell at an absurd
            valuation, or be forced to give the concern to his creditors.
         

         
         Since effectively they’ve paid nothing for it, and have no thought for their credit rating, they will sell off the fixtures
            and the stock, order anew materials for which they have no intention of paying, and, having sold every part of the pig but
            the squeal, walk away.
         

         
         What of the business? The mafia’s only business was making money. What is the business of government?

         
         And there is a difference in degree but not in essence in asking, “Wait, where did the tax money go?” and “Why am I paying
            you a premium to buy your second-rate beer?” Each is the plaint of a chump who has not quite put himself wise.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Springbok

         
         “Never odd or even” is a palindrome. It reads the same in either direction. As does “able was I ere I saw Elba.” The palindrome
            charms as it suggests the additional merit of comprehensibility. “Dog a Toyota God” is technically a palindrome, but dismissible
            as contrary to the figure’s spirit.
         

         
         The last few years have been a sort of Phony War in our civilization. The Left’s universal anxiety fixes upon retail horrors
            portending annihilation: global warming, the flu, law enforcement, social injustice, and so on. The Right’s is fixed on the
            one existential threat: the Left. But the anxiety, the Left’s manifesting as panic and the Right’s as horror, is universal,
            as both sides are reacting to the same phenomenon: an organism that has prospered to the point of self-destruction.
         

         
         The growing tree devotes its energies to putting down roots for water and stability, and producing trunk, branches, and leaves
            to beat its competitors to the sun’s energy. It can’t live forever. And a civilization, the movie business, the federal government,
            like the tree, must eventually die. Its demise, like that of the tree, will be accelerated by persistence in the same operations
            that once made it strong.
         

         
         The tree uses its height to sprout branches, the better to capture solar power. The burgeoning branch structure saps energy
            from the roots, eventually weakening them. The tree cannot prune itself, nor logically allocate resources between branches,
            leaves, and roots.
         

         
         A culture is a living organism, and so must eventually die—like a family, a business, or a country—but the human cultural
            mechanism has some potential to self-regulate.
         

         
         The rules, laws, constitutions, religions, and the behaviors that evolve from them exist—though they may be presented as a
            guide to the organism’s immortality—for the healthy (but not interminable) extension of life.
         

         
         Ours is the first civilization obsessed with overeating rather than starvation. A simply observant Man from Mars would easily explain our cultural debility—we no longer need, laud, or cultivate strength in order to survive, but instead squander it in a frenzy to allay fear and confusion over a terrifying overabundance. 

         
         Putting ourselves in that space visitor’s place, we might examine the phenomenon for means of its palliation, for a possible
            return to communal wisdom, and so for the extension of a matured life.
         

         
         The life of the overgrown tree might be lengthened by pruning, or by manuring the soil; or one might fashion crutches for
            the weak, overburdened limbs; these and other operations could retard a natural degeneration. It will not help, however, to
            blame the neighbors.
         

         
         One cannot confront a danger, or indeed an inconvenience, without an understanding of its operations. The touch of the King
            could not cure scrofula; however, the notion that it could allayed anxiety.
         

         
         The seventeenth-century terror of Indian attack against which there was no defense was addressed in Salem, Massachusetts,
            by drowning old women; the West’s of its contemporary confusion about prosperity, by pleading with the sun for pardon and
            castrating children.
         

         
         The witch-hunters’ natural anxiety about starvation in a New Land was heightened into cognitive dissonance by the added fear
            of attack; our Judeo-Christian West, confused and overelaborated by prosperity, has also been burdened with a terrifying accelerant.
            It is the internet.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The springbok is an African antelopine. It lives on the veldt. It must protect itself from predators. The veldt is flat and
            featureless, but the springbok’s vision is not that good. Additionally, the very tropism that causes it to move in herds prohibits
            those in the middle from seeing past their friends to assess danger.
         

         
         Those on the herd’s outside may serve as sentinels, but the inner-circle beasts, apparently, are evolved to draw their own conclusions. To do so they periodically spring up into the air, just as if they had sat on a tack. Up they go and look around. All to the good. It looks silly but apparently it works, or else they would have long ago been lunch for the lions. 

         
         We know why they spring up. And a zoologist might be interested in the physical mechanism, but a cultural anthropologist,
            like this writer, has a different question. Not why, or how, but when.
         

         
         We must assume that the animals that jumped too seldom became prey, and those who jumped too often became weak, and thus prey
            also. What, then, is the genetically evolved interval ensuring the greatest chance of survival? For certainly such exists.
            It is not that the springboks figured it out, but that those who hit the right number survived longer, and thus gave birth
            to young who both possessed the same genetic proclivity and were raised to emulate the operations of their successful parents.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Theatrical events—plays, concerts, and dances—are scheduled to begin on the hour. Traditionally, however, they begin at six
            or seven minutes past. The custom might appear to exist for the seating of latecomers, and indeed it does, but it has evolved
            autonomically, for a quite different reason. At six or seven minutes past the time of convocation, a group quiets down. You
            can observe it the next time you’re in a theater. A hush spreads over the audience.
         

         
         Like the springbok, the group is assessing threat. The audience does not sense danger, but they, you and I, still exhibit the survival mechanism formed on the savanna. They, like the springbok, have timed
            out on inattention.
         

         
         A theatrical scene, onstage or in the movies, is usually seven to ten minutes long. That is about the length of time we viewers will concentrate without pausing to reconsider our surroundings. (The scene, at this point, may continue with the introduction of a new element, but this introduction, though the curtain hasn’t fallen, is effectively a new scene. It is not the case, then, that the audience will be unfortunately balked of its reconnaissance, but that as it has been balked, its attention must be reengaged by a sex scene, murder, or car crash—the introduction of a new element,
            which is, mechanically, a change of scene.)
         

         
         The French note that a dinner party quiets down at twenty minutes past and twenty minutes to the hour. They say “un Ange Passe.”
            The party was scheduled for the hour, and after three chat periods of seven minutes (intervals or scenes), we have a pause that is, in fact, an act break. (The “scenes” here are three stories, or gossips. Watch for it.)
         

         
         The seven-minute interval is that of a vaudeville skit, an after-dinner speech, or, in the early days of broadcast TV, the
            time between commercials—the commercials occurring at the best time to impinge upon the viewer’s attention.
         

         
         This is the interval, we might guess, at which the springbok becomes anxious and looks around. In the television commercial,
            we, his like, were informed that danger might be avoided by the purchase of the protective deodorant, cereal, or auto insurance.
         

         
         The storyteller at the cocktail or dinner party delights us with his seven- or ten-minute turn—any longer performance would
            be considered monopolizing the evening. Then there is a pause, after which someone else might bear the burden.
         

         
         There is a longer pause between one section of the dinner party and the next: the move from the cocktails to the dining room,
            from the table back to the living room. These periods, each about an hour, are found in the act breaks at the play or the
            concert hall. After two or three of these acts we’ve had enough, and quit both the ballet, the waterhole, Hamlet, or the Super Bowl. Our behavior is observable, and universal. We now know why and when the curtain is delayed.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The Salem judges could not drown enough witches to eliminate the Indian threat, but the trials gave the residents a modicum
            of a delusory self-control, substituting, in psychiatric terms, a phobia for a free-floating anxiety.
         

         
         They chose as their preferred threat the most defenseless of their group, ascribed to them magical powers, and proved themselves, by killing them, possessed of supernormal abilities, indeed, omnipotent. For had they not just defeated the Devil? However, if the women had actually been Of the Devil, why would they have allowed their neighbors to destroy them? Anyone who asked that question in 1692 Salem would have been killed as a witch—a mechanism that some readers may find familiar in our current world. 

         
         *  *  *

         Nineteenth-century physicians held that he who understands syphilis understands medicine, for syphilis presented itself through
            a myriad of symptoms.
         

         
         This book is an attempt to identify a seemingly unconnected set of symptoms as a single disease.*

         
         In my youth everyone smoked cigarettes. When sad, happy, angry, bored, or puzzled, we reached for a smoke. We probably experienced
            a trigger every ten minutes or so. But the trigger was in the same relation to the smoke as that of the old ladies to the
            Indian threat: the addiction demanded we address it and left us to explain our actions to ourselves as individual occurrences
            (excitement, boredom, loneliness, confusion), each of which we addressed, reasonably, by reaching for a smoke.
         

         
         Americans do not now universally smoke, but the seven-to-ten-minute period persists, hardwired in our preconscious. Now (when
            bored, anxious, excited, etc.) we reach for the iPhone or computer.
         

         
         We observe ourselves explaining, “I just have to do this . . .” “This” being ordering mukluks at midnight, checking on our stocks at 3 a.m., returning a weekend business text that
            won’t be received till Monday, and so on.
         

         
         If each new address to the device is rational, why is the universal phrase “just have to do this”? Do we say it when taking a fresh bite of lunch? We say it of nothing but our resort to the computer.
         

         
         This addiction differs from that to tobacco, as the computer connects us to the herd. The herd, here, though virtual, is universal.
            It offers information, entertainment, gossip, instruction, connection, and so on, ad infinitum. But why would one have to reconnect every ten minutes? We do so for the same reason that prompts the springbok: because we have been formed into
            a herd.
         

         
         The computer, a useful tool, did it. But to a man with a hammer everything is a nail, and if we are formed into a herd, to
            which we continually repair for consensus in guidance and protection, our ability to think independently is lessened.
         

         
         The polarity here is reversed. Just as ancient humans sought protection in the group from threats the individual could not
            face, so we moderns are formed into a group, and as we automatically check in with it every ten minutes, intuit that there
            must be a threat.
         

         
         With the computer we have accidentally triggered a genetic defense mechanism*—and so our simple human concerns about life—sustenance, security, procreation, sex, government—become electronically processed
            into anxiety.
         

         
         As anxiety progresses into terror (as it can in the individual or in a group), we seek to identify a threat to which (to keep
            the anxiety within bounds) we know ourselves superior.
         

         
         The Salemites chose witches over Indians; the Germans chose Jews over post–World War I starvation. Contemporary liberals elect
            global warming, racism, sexism, and so on, over consideration of the challenges of national prosperity.*

         
         As actual evidence of supposed existential threats is moot, the necessity to explain anxiety as reason is elaborated: as it is no longer sufficient to demand Blacks be treated equally with whites, the Left demands they be given preference; as we have culturally accepted that homosexuality is a normal human behavior, the evil of the now-superseded discrimination becomes the demand that society avow that children are somehow born into the wrong sex. A twentieth-century concern with smog has become the political demand to stop digging for fossil fuel (though it is, curiously, acceptable to import it). 

         
         The contemporary challenge of the West is prosperity. Its pitfalls can be addressed, but not by indictment of its benefits.
            Those questioning the accuracy of my observations might reflect that a majority of our population concerns itself with being
            “liked” on the internet.
         

         
         What can this mean? We know they (and we) aren’t actually “liked,” and we know that there is no number of those who “like”
            us which would allay our anxiety. There is no number at which we might be content. Further, who the deuce knows whether the little numbers on a screen actually represent any
            actual human responses (of whatever worth)?*

         
         What would we say of a family member or friend who announced he was going out in order to get people to like him? We would
            say he was insane.
         

         
         We’re witnessing an anxiety worsened (as is so much in life) by the supposed cure—the cure here being “connectedness.”

         
         The addictive “connectedness” offered by the computer awakens our human instinct for constant connection to the group, which
            in turn activates a genetic survival mechanism, viz: If we are constantly seeking group protection, something must be wrong.
            The anxiety is exploited for financial and political gain, but in truth we have simply mistaken form for content, this content
            tantalizingly elusive, as with the palindrome.
         

         
         But what of a positive note?

         
         I will conclude with such, which has the added merit of reference to the essay’s title.

         
         The springbok is a gazelle, a member of the goat family.

         
         A poor Jewish farmer in Eastern Europe came to his rabbi.

         
         “Rabbi,” he said, “we don’t have enough to eat, my wife and I fight constantly, the children won’t work, the cow died, and
            the roof leaks.”
         

         
         “Do you own a goat?” the rabbi asked. The farmer answered that he did.

         
         “Take the goat into the house,” the rabbi said, “and come back next week.”

         
         The next week the farmer returned. “Rabbi,” he said, “my wife and I are still screaming at each other, the children won’t
            work, we’re starving, the roof leaks, and the goat has fouled the house.”
         

         
         “Take the goat out,” the rabbi said.
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