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One of my favorite movies of 
late is 2007’s American Gangster
(directed by Ridley Scott), in 
which Denzel Washington—
portraying a version of the 
real-life, self-made Harlem drug 
kingpin Frank Lucas—gives a 
masterclass not only in acting 
(of course), but in fundamental 
market economics, race 
relations, and national fatigue 
brought on by the Vietnam War 
era. In a very early scene, we fi nd 
Frank still under the employ of 
Bumpy Johnson (played briefl y 
but menacingly by screen icon 
Clarence Williams III), his 
mentor and father fi gure. As 
they walk through the city and 
enter a discount department 
store (images of war playing on 
the various television displays), 
Bumpy describes the decline 
he sees all around him: “This 
is the problem, what’s wrong 
with America: It’s gotten so big, 
you just can’t fi nd your way… 
Where’s the pride of ownership? 
Where’s the personal service?” 
In the midst of this monologue, 
something internal overtakes 
him—a stroke or heart attack 
perhaps—and he starts to die 
before our eyes. As Frank calls 
out for help into the cavernous, 
near-empty store, Bumpy 
whimpers, “Forget it, Frank. 
There’s no one in charge.”

This is the mantra I’ve been 
playing over in my head the last 
few months, and this is how 
it feels to live in this country 
now, where failure seems to 
be occurring all around us at 
an expedited pace. No one’s 
in charge; no one’s minding 
the shop. There is a failure 
in our leadership up and 
down the chain, failure in our 
institutions, our economy—how 
heartbreaking is the growing 
wave of self-penned eulogies 
coming from beloved small 
businesses and organizations—
even failure among ourselves 

and between each other. I can 
think of at least a few times 
since quarantine that I’ve failed 
to demonstrate patience or 
empathy in what is a profoundly 
frustrating and confusing time.

But my hope is that we can 
really unleash our collective 
imaginations and use this 
moment to start asking 
questions that challenge a lot of 
our fundamental assumptions, 
so that perhaps we can fi nd new 
solutions. For instance, as the 
school year looms and parents 
are faced with what seems like 
a lose-lose situation (can’t 
stay home, can’t go to school), 
maybe we can ask what it is 
that kids and parents actually 
need. Do they need school, or 
do they need an education? 
Do they need school, or do 
they need at least one square 
meal every day? Must one—the 
big building with children 
somewhat arbitrarily packaged 
into classrooms based on 
age—be eternally linked to the 
other—true learning, growing, 
maturing?

As with every issue, we ask a 
lot of big questions this month, 
but dream equally big: what 
Louisiana’s future might look 
like after the end of the oil and 
gas industry as we know it, what 
a New Orleans without police 
might look like, what voting 
can and can not do, and how to 
share a record full of love and 
friendship in an era void of 
carefree gatherings.

Ultimately, it’s not like we need 
some one “in charge” to get us 
out of this mess. Maybe, just 
maybe, the answer to all of 
these questions and the path 
going forward depends on 
each of us giving up ownership 
in favor of stewardship—of 
ourselves, of each other, for 
each other. —Dan Fox

“I don’t wish 
smooth, boring 
waters on my 
children.” pg. 11
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Christina Igoe | @iamastrology

Kallie Tiffau | @ultramirror

STAR HUSTLER

ARIES
The sun in Leo this month propels 
you to make important and positive 
(hopefully easy) improvements in 
your life. On the 7th, Venus makes a 
square to your sign for the rest of the 
month in Cancer. Think about this: 
are you prioritizing your needs and 
wants in all of your relationships? 
Have you let some things go to avoid 
problems? You should take center 
stage in your own life during this 
time. Anyone who is there for you 
will be happy to see you shine.

TAURUS
On the 15th, Uranus goes retrograde 
in your sign. For the next fi ve 
months, you have the opportunity 
to incorporate some of the wild 
changes that have happened since 
the beginning of the year, while 
this planet of chaos fi nally slows 
down long enough to give you 
your bearings. This year has been 
traumatic, and in trauma you have 
a tendency to get decadent. While 
this is great, it can be detrimental at 
times. Check in with what you are 
doing to excess to start this period of 
lessened chaos.

GEMINI
The full moon on the 3rd is in a 
perfect trine to your sign. This 
props up weird ideas with action, 
so if the spirit moves you, take 
advantage of the wild energy of this 
full moon. Is there a project that 
feels especially emotional to work 
through? Now would be a perfect 
time to get it started. On the 22nd, 
the sun enters a square to your sign, 
starting a period of diffi  cult change. 
It is important with these changes to 
prioritize health.

CANCER
For the fi rst three days of this 
month, Mercury (the planet of 
knowledge) is in your sign, followed 
by Venus (the planet of love) on the 
7th. Take this time to follow the 
sparks of ideas and romance. This 
whole month could be dedicated to 
trying new things and immersing 
yourself in situations where you feel 
loved. The new moon on the 18th 
lands in your house of self-love; take 
this opportunity to acknowledge 
that you are worthy of beauty.

VIRGO
On the 19th, your ruling planet 
Mercury gets into your sign. Take 
this as an opportunity, before the 
sun shows up on the 22nd, to refl ect 
on the last year. When the sun does 
show up, you will see the work you 
have done, and what still needs to 
be polished and perfected. On the 
15th, Uranus goes retrograde in a 
trine to your sign, slowing things 
down enough to think, plan, and 
act without emergency surprises—
which have ruled your year. 

Acknowledge what this has done to 
your internal trust of the universe, 
and take time to believe that things 
can be calm.

LIBRA
The full moon on the 3rd is in a 
trine to your sign. This full moon 
lands in your house of creativity, 
and should give you a blast of energy 
to make something. You have the 
blast? MAKE SOMETHING—for 
yourself, for your home. You don’t 
have the blast? On the 15th, Uranus 
goes retrograde in your house of 
psychology, slowing the world 
down enough for you to take stock 
of where you are emotionally. In 
trauma, it is hard to be productive. 
Allowing yourself the space to make 
anything for yourself is a gift from 
the universe with this moon. Even a 
simple meal will do wonders.

SCORPIO
The sun spends the month in a 
square to your sign until the 22nd. 
Squares are important for change, 
but challenging in a way that can 
be annoying. The ways this comes 
up are varied, but if you are trying 
to do something and keep hitting 
roadblocks, shelve that something. 
The universe is promoting change 
and it is important that you don’t 
ignore what needs to be diff erent or 
it will continue to create problems 
in your life. On the 15th, Uranus 
goes retrograde in opposition to 
your sign, mellowing a lot of the 
chaos that has been around since the 
beginning of this year. This transit 
will last through the end of the year. 
Take advantage of the calm.

SAGITTARIUS
The sun spends the month in a trine 
to your sign until the 22nd. It lands 
in your house of freedom and joy, 
and promotes adventure. It’s a hard 
time to feel totally safe somewhere 
new, but it is important with this 
sun alignment to take a trip of some 
sort: an afternoon in a new place, a 

day trip to a beach you haven’t been 
to for a while, or a road trip to camp 
or stay somewhere safe. Without 
new places, your life feels stagnant, 
and this year has been very limited 
in new experiences, so make sure to 
take some time to do something this 
month while the sun is on your side.

CAPRICORN
On the 15th, Uranus goes retrograde 
in a trine to your sign. This is a 
welcome break for you, Capricorn, 
as you really dislike the drama this 

planet can bring. Uranus will not be 
back in full action until early 2021, 
so this is a good time to get projects 
going with minimal planetary 
interruption. On the 22nd, the sun 
also enters a trine with your sign, 
prompting change with universal 
luck on your side. If you have been 
meaning to change something in 
your daily life, your house, your 
work, or your health, this is a good 
time to make those changes with 
minimal issues.

AQUARIUS
On the 3rd of this month, there is a 
full moon in your sign. This is like a 
new year for your emotions, and it is 
a great time to understand how far 
you have come this year. Imagine 
yourself on the top of a mountain 
looking down at your life. Celebrate 
the changes that have come this 
year. The sun spends the month in 
opposition to your sign until the 
22nd. This can be a prolifi c time for 
shadow work, and a time to shed 
things that are hurting or burdening 
you. This opposition is meant to 
show you things that you usually 
accept but are ultimately making you 
uncomfortable. Be OK with change.

PISCES
On the 7th of this month, Venus 
enters a trine to your sign. This 
is a really nice time to just feel 
loved and make positive changes 
in your romantic life. If you are 
thinking about starting something 
new romantically, now is a great 
time to do so—same with ending 
something romantically. On the 
19th, Mercury enters an opposition 
to your sign, after a prolonged 
trine with a retrograde last month. 
This opposition will help you learn 
and face some hard truths. But 
remember: the truth is freeing.

Chaos is something we consider a socially bad experience. We 
want a grip on our surroundings, relationships, money, and 
work. Uranus rules the unexpected. As it moves around in the 
sky, it zaps us with surprises and discomfort and shakes us free. 
Every year, it spends around fi ve months in retrograde, which is 
time we spend straightening out what exactly happened while 
Uranus was running amuck. This year, it’s in Taurus, where it 
has been for a couple years and will stay for several more. This 
chaos is hitting our root systems; it is unpacking the depths. 
It is asking you to look at your discomfort to see what kinds of 
things come to the surface. It is not all bad, and understanding 
what has shifted for you is important—maybe a way of life, or a 
relationship or a house, or a basic feeling of security (these are 
all Taurus themes). What was shaken that you want to regain? 
What was shaken that you want to celebrate?

The sun spends the month in its home sign, Leo, until the 22nd. 
How do you shine when no one is watching? What do you do that 
is worthy of worship? Are you pedestalling a person in your life 
that deserves to be brought to the ground? Leo is a fi xed fi re sign; 
it is here to show passion and burn through that passion forever. It 
reminds us of our natural talents and ways that we are celebrated. 
We want to see your gifts while the sun sits in this position.

LEO
On the third, there is a full moon in 
opposition to your sign. Imagine a 
slingshot: you have to pull it back as 
far as you can to launch the object. 
With the power of the sun and moon 
around this time, you have the 
power to launch, but it is important 
that you understand where you have 
to go to get the correct leverage. 
Take the power of space and time, 
with intention, to move to the next 
part of your life. The sun in your 
sign until the 22nd illuminates 
everything you are and are doing. 
Are you happy with it? What do you 
want to change?

Are you pedestalling a person 
in your life that deserves to be 
brought to the ground?



5  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  AUGUST 2020



6  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  AUGUST 2020

stance against impermanence, 
inevitably fruitless, completely 
unaccepting of the fact that 
nothing is forever. And while 
there may be tiny moments of 
bliss in the smell of fresh-cut 
grass and those lovely straight 
lines, I contend that by and large 
mowing lawns and caring for 
them is an inherent source of 
stress, not joy.

It would be absurd to expect 
everyone to immediately 
tear out their lawns and grow 
massive, beautiful food utopias 
across their entire front and 
back yards. I have tons of grass 
my dang self. Change isn’t cheap. 
But a great starting place is to 
stop worrying about what is 
growing in your yard, and let 
what wants to exist in your 
grassy-ish knoll, exist. In and 
around New Orleans, if there is 
sun and open space, something 
green and lawn-like will grow 
there of its own volition. Next, 
plant some trees here and there. 
They can start tiny and small 
(you can buy baby trees for very 
little money), or start your own 
from cuttings. With time, those 
trees will shade out grass and 
make your lawn disappear, while 
also providing shade for you 
and yours, dependable homes 
for all sorts of creatures, and 
possibly food for yourself. From 
there, work on removing your 
lawn a chunk at a time: plant a 
veggie bed here and there, put 
down some cute shrubs or berry 
bushes where once you toiled 
and tore apart ecosystems on 
the regular. Take your time and 
meet yourself where you’re at 
fi nancially. Eventually, you can 
create something that works 
for the planet instead of against 
it, that costs you infi nitely less 
to maintain in terms of money 
and labor, and that inherently 
breeds joy in its ever-changing, 
impermanent glory.

Ian Willson | @hotplantsnola
DIRT NERD

Rachel Speck | @tropicalgothprints

The “Grow Food Not Lawns” 
angle of the food justice 
movement is played out to the 
degree that I get sponsored ads 
through Instagram for t-shirts 
with the very phrase emblazoned 
upon them; there are likely few 
food-growing propagandists on 
the planet that haven’t tackled 
the topic. But I certainly haven’t. 
Not until right now.

First, a brief history lesson. 
Consciously open grassy spaces 
surrounding buildings began 
popping up in Europe around the 
16th century, when royalty cut 
down trees around their castles 
for the sake of visibility, so that 
invading forces couldn’t sneak 
up on them. These “lawns” were 
generally “mowed” and fertilized 
by cattle, and generally consisted 
of whatever natural low-growing 
native species were hanging out 
with curated herbs and grasses 
occasionally encouraged. As 
castles and estates evolved to 
become less fortress and more 
expression of wealth, lawns lost 
the practicality of their roots and 
quickly became ultimate status 
symbols, as it took a huge labor 
force to maintain a decent lawn.

As lawnmowers found their 
way into the mix, having a lawn 
became a little more attainable 
to the aspirational classes. 
Hence, the modern lawn was 
born and bred (alongside a 
massive mid-century advertising 
push to monetize the hell out of 
grass) into the consciousness 
of 20th century American 
dreamers, defi ning suburban 
heteronormative masculine 
ideals of accumulation and 
control up to this very day.

LAWNS ARE HELL

The spiritual sinkhole of the 
grass lawn is where I’d really 
like to take us today, but it’s 
important we also understand 
the practical damage maintaining 
grass causes. Until the fairly 
recent past, lawns—even in their 
modern context—were full of 
all manner of low-growing and 
easily-cut plants, many native, 
some introduced. A lot of lawns 
are still this way, full of clover, 
nutsedge, crabgrass, oxalis, 
plantain, purslane, and so much 
more. In short, lawns can be 
an ecologically complex jungle 
capable of supporting all manner 
of life, even if it’s being violently 
shredded in half every week or 
two. As I said, a lot of lawns are 
this way, but those aren’t “good” 
lawns by lawnkeeper standards.

A “good” lawn is uniform, a 
monoculture of a single grass 
seed, virtually devoid of life 
beyond what worms struggle to 
survive in the fertilizer-drenched 
postapocalyptic soil below. That 
grass is not cheap, and around 
these parts it’s usually installed 
with turf, which cannot be laid 
without razing all former life 
on a site before putting it in. So, 
microclimates are decimated 
where lawns come into play. But 
macroclimates suff er harder, 
and here the painfully American 
intertwining  of overspending 
and completely disregarding our 
personal action’s eff ects on the 
world around us in pursuit of 
something utterly pointless and 
kind of not even that aesthetically 
pleasing comes into sharp relief, 
and the lawn’s representative 
prowess soars higher than the 
most patriotic eagle.

“Good” lawns require a huge 
amount of water, as almost no 
grass lawn is native to anywhere 
it is planted. And as far as I 
know, nowhere in nature does a 

single species of grass grow all 
by itself across vast swaths of 
land. Worse, lawn owners tend 
to drastically overwater their 
lawns. At least—and it’s a big 
least—30% of urban water use 
goes towards lawn care.

Lawns also require fertilizer, 
pesticides, and often herbicides 
so that the weeds the lawn 
lover hates can’t outcompete 
alien grass monocultures. 
And, like water, most lawn 
caretakers drastically overuse 
these chemicals on their yards, 
causing multitudes more per 
capita damage to water systems 
than factory farming.

The lawnmower itself is also a 
huge culprit, causing upwards of 
5% of the nation’s air pollution, 
not to mention all the gas 
sloppily spilled into the earth on 
a regular basis. Consider that, 
seriously. Those tiny machines 
made for torturing tiny grasses 
and maintaining some abstract 
concept of order and personal 

pride account for 5% of all U.S. 
air pollution, competing against 
commuter cars, a massive goods 
transportation infrastructure of 
trucks and boats and trains, coal 
and oil power plants, and all the 
production facilities in this entire 
nation, including factory farming.

I do not mean to break the 
spirits of those for whom 
whipping out the lawnmower 
every weekend is their primary 
source of peace, solace, and 
meaning in an otherwise 
turbulent world. But you can 
fi nd better ways to fi ll the void. I 
believe in you, lawnmower man 
(or whoever). The impetus for 
this month’s piece came from 
an interview with a Buddhist 
teacher who was speaking about 
fulfi llment, and it being the 
place where one can consistently 
fi nd joy in their lives while 
accepting impermanence as a 
given. Yeah. I thought of lawn 
maintenance immediately. 
It is the absolute opposite 
of this idea of fulfi llment. 
Pristine lawn care is a militant 

I do not mean to break the spirits of those 
for whom whipping out the lawnmower 
every weekend is their primary source of 
peace, solace, and meaning in an otherwise 
turbulent world. But you can fi nd better 
ways to fi ll the void.

If you’ve got questions for the 
Dirt Nerd, feel free to email
ian@hotplantsnursery.com.
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TUE - SUN  9A-2ISHSCARY TIMES COFFEE HOTLINE

5 0 4 . 3 5 6 .111 7

WHATEVER 
COFFEE
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PLACE AN ORDER FOR PICK UP AT 504-822-4011 
OR DELIVERY FROM UBEREATS!

Co�ee, Pastries, Lunch

MON-FRI
8:30AM-2PM

Now Open!

300 N BROAD ST. NEW ORLEANS, LA
504 • 822 • 4011

Liberty's Kitchen assists New Orleans youth reach their potential 
through workforce training and leadership development.

LEARN MORE AT LIBERTYSKITCHEN.ORG
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Isabel Ryan Theriot

TIPS FROM THERIOT

How do I get rid of stains on 
my marble countertops?
I’ll say this fi rst: while marble 
is pretty, it is very porous 
and therefore stains easily. It 
perplexes me as to why people 
use this stone for countertops. 
Cleaning light- vs. dark-colored 
marble can also be tricky, as the 
processes are diff erent. Also, 
diff erent types of stains require 
diff erent processes. With all 
of that said, the best thing to 
do is to try really hard to avoid 
staining it; re-sealing it often is 
a good idea. WARNING: marble 
is one place that our bff  white 
vinegar is not allowed. Our bud 
is very acidic and will etch the 
marble. On that note, you should 
really try as hard as possible 
to keep acidic food or drink off  
marble (coff ee, citrus, etc). If 
you do spill acidic stuff , wipe it 
up immediately. When light-
colored marble is stained by an 
acidic substance, 12% hydrogen 
peroxide works well. Dip a clean 
cloth into a bowl of peroxide and 
dab at the stain. The stain should 
start to fade pretty quickly. For 
oily stains (olive oil, peanut 
butter, etc.), fi rst try wiping a 

mixture of dish soap and water 
over the stain. If the stain is 
more set, you can apply a layer of 
poultice made of baking soda and 
water (mix these two ingredients 
together until creamy). First, 
wet the stained area with clean 
water. Next, spread a thin layer 
of the poultice with a spatula. 
Cover the poultice with plastic 
wrap and tape it into place. Leave 
this on for about 24 to 48 hours, 
so that it can dry out completely. 
The poultice should draw out the 
stain during the drying process. 
When the paste is fully dry, use 
a cloth soaked in warm, soapy 
water to wipe away the paste (do 
not scrape the poultice off , as 
you risk scratching the marble 
surface). Wipe the area with a rag 
dipped in clean water and buff  
dry with a microfi ber cloth. If the 
stain is still visible, repeat the 
entire process. You might have to 
do this a few times, depending on 
the type of stain and the time it 
has had to set in.

Ben Claassen III | @dirtfarm

I was given a rug a while ago. 
I just moved it into a smaller 
room, and I can smell a urine-
like scent. How do I get the 
urine smell off  of the rug 
without steaming it?
For this, you’ll need white 
vinegar, baking soda, and a clean 
sponge or cloth. Fill a spray 
bottle with 1/2 white vinegar 
and 1/2 water; you can add a few 
drops of essential oil to lessen 
the vinegar smell. Spray the 
mixture onto the urine stain, 
and let it sit for 15 minutes. 
Dab the moisture with a clean 
cloth or sponge. Once the spot is 
mostly dry, sprinkle a generous 
amount of baking soda onto the 
stain and let it sit for 30 minutes 
to deodorize the area. Then, 
vacuum up the baking soda. 
Your rug should now smell not
like urine.

Your advice on funky pillow 
head grease [June 2020 issue] 
worked so great, I fi gured 
you’d be able to help with this. 
How in the hell do I clean all 
the gunk off  of the grates on 
my gas stove?
I clean burner grates all the 
time, so this method is tried 
and true for me. You’ll need 
a spray bottle fi lled with 3/4 
isopropyl alcohol and 1/4 white 
vinegar1, with a few drops of the 
essential oil of your choice for 
smell, scouring powder such 
as Bon Ami (or a homemade 
version if you’re sassy), dish 
soap, and a scouring pad. Fill 
the sink with a mixture of hot 
water and vinegar and soak 
the grates in this solution for 

about 15 minutes. Next, drain 
the sink and spray the grates 
with the vinegar and alcohol 
solution that you’ve made. Let 
this sit for about 30 minutes. 
After this, sprinkle the grates 
with scouring powder and 
squirt some dish soap on your 
scouring pad. Now you’ll scrub, 
scrub, scrub; rinse with warm 
water; re-up the grates with 
scouring powder, alcohol-
vinegar spray, and dish soap 
every so often; and scrub, scrub, 
scrub some more. Now your 
grimy grates are gleaming!

What’s the best way to clean a 
coff ee pot?
I fi nd this trick very satisfying. 
You should really clean the 
coff ee maker fi rst—disgusting 
bacteria grows in the water 
chamber, since it’s rarely 
washed and is slowly poisoning 
you. Fill the water chamber 
with equal parts water and 
white vinegar. Turn on the 
brew cycle, and then turn it 
off  halfway through. Let the 
vinegar and water sit for an 
hour inside of the chamber. 
Next, turn on the brew cycle 
and allow the vinegar and water 
to continue to go through the 
drip cycle. Then let this mixture 
sit in the pot for about 15 
minutes. Now run three cycles 
of water through the coff ee 
maker (dumping the water out 
after each cycle). After the three 
cycles, fi ll the coff ee pot with 
warm water and a teaspoon of 
baking soda; let this sit for a few 
minutes and rinse. Next, wash 
the inside and outside of the pot 
with dish soap. Finally, use a 
clean rag to wipe the remaining 
coff ee residue off  of the pot. Let 
that sucker air dry.

Hey y’all. I’m back again to bestow a little bit of my cleaning 
knowledge upon you. In this edition, I want to again take a 
moment to sing the praises of white vinegar, which I sometimes 
call White Witch Vinegar because—just as the white witch 
(think Glinda from Wizard of Oz) is a benefi cent witch who 
practices magic for altruistic purposes—white vinegar has many 
amazing, magical powers that can be wielded for the betterment 
of most of your dirty things. If you have one cleaning product in 
your home, make it white (witch) vinegar. Another great thing 
about white vinegar is that it’s cheap—very, very cheap (usually 
around $1.99 a gallon). Anyway, BEHOLD—my answers to some 
cleaning questions!

White vinegar has many amazing, 
magical powers that can be wielded 
for the betterment of most of your 
dirty things.

Got cleaning questions? Email me: 
isabel@antigravitymagazine.com.

1. You can also use a mixture sans alcohol: 
1/2 vinegar and 1/2 water, but I’ve been 
using alcohol since the beginning of the 
pandemic as it’s recommended by the 
CDC; also, I fi nd it adds a little oomph to 
this cleaning recipe.
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RAISING LOUISIANA
by Jessica Arnold

The Winding River of Choice

Choices are an insidious source 
of stress. Not the lack of choice 
so much as the abundance of 
it. If the path of our life is that 
of a river, our youth is spread 
out before us in a turbulent 
maze of tributaries from which 
to choose. Where do we go to 
school? What do we study? Who 
do we date? It’s why our 20s feel 
so intense and exhausting.

The older we get, the calmer our 
waters get. The options for our 
own lives dwindle and we fl oat 
along down the remainder of 
whatever waterway we ended up 
on. Some of us may look back in 
despair on missed opportunities, 
but I fi nd solace in the fact that 
my little boat has long since 
passed the astronaut and ballet 
dancer branches of the river. 
With fewer options, the pressure 
to choose is reduced.

If we choose to have kids, 
though, our boat gets a little 
bigger and instead of facing a 
solo voyage, we are suddenly a 
captain with a whole manifest 

Jessica Arnold moved to New 
Orleans in 1999 to attend Tulane 
and quickly realized that she 
had found her home. She met 
her husband Zev at Funky 544 
on Bourbon Street just before 
Tinder went mainstream. They 
live in a chaotic, joy-fi lled house 
in Mid-City with their three feral 
children, huge dog, and resentful 
cat. Jessica collects university 
degrees, side hustles, and half-
fi nished craft projects.

of passengers. I had prepared 
myself to captain the ship 
when I became a mother, but 
what I didn’t fully realize is 
that eventually my passengers 
would disembark. Pandemic 
forced our family to live in the 
moment, but the choices of 
our quarantine also gave me a 
brief window into my future as 
a parent.

Righting The Ship

There are certainly parts of our 
lives that seem divorced from 
the choices we make both as 
individuals and as guardians, 
times when the environment 
overtakes most of the decision 
making for us. Sometimes a 
brutal storm will force the 
mighty river to jump its banks 
and reshape the landscape. 
The shorelines shift, the 
levees erode, and we—at these 
moments hapless passengers of 
our own experience—are sent 
careening into uncharted seas. 
If you can relinquish control, 
these tumultuous times can 
be meditative opportunities to 
refl ect.

Life moves ceaselessly on, and 
as we begin to right ourselves, 
we raise our tiny sails and shift 
the rudder in an attempt to 
pilot safely onward. I am going 
to assume that I don’t need 
to clarify that 2020 has been 
one of the stormier times. In 
a series of months that felt 
uniquely much longer and 
much shorter than normal 
months, our little family has 
shifted from one extreme to 
another.

If you happened to catch 
the last time I wrote for AG 
(February 2020), you would 
have read about how our family 
handled living apart most 
of the time. It was a tale of a 
husband who traveled four or 
five days a week for work and 
a semi-solo mother at home 
who played the wife only on 
weekends. I hardly recognize 
myself from a few months ago. 
My husband now works from 
home and our kids have no 
school or group activities. My 
parents, who once provided 

much of our childcare support, 
are locked away from us for 
their own health. This is all the 
result of circumstance. The 
storm brought us to this point, 
but we have further altered our 
course by making some critical 
decisions early on.

We chose to co-quarantine 
and share the burden of 
homeschooling with another 
family, our dear friends the 
Browns. There are no words 
for how much this decision 
benefi tted the ability to parent 
my children and protect my own 
mental health. For all we may 
have lost in this pandemic, I 
personally gained a sister, Mia, 

kids little problems.” This 
is to say that the issues we 
face as toddler parents (sleep 
schedules, eating habits, 
screentime management, 
tantrums) pale in comparison 
to those we will face when our 
children grow (college, drugs, 
sex, relationships).

In theory, we build our skill 
level as parents along with our 
kids as they grow. Parenting my 
youngest is far easier now that 
I’ve been through these stages 
of development twice with her 
older siblings. Conversely, the 
learning curve is steeper with 
my oldest. Prior to quarantine, 
I assumed I still had a decade 

who I can’t thank enough for 
choosing to travel with her boat 
tethered to mine.

Two sets of parents and five 
kids, one of each spanning 
ages 1 through 5, all bobbing 
along together into unknown 
waters but with each other 
for support, a devoted crew 
navigating an entirely new 
existence and attempting 
to chart the path that leads 
us to well adjusted, healthy, 
enriched children (and parents 
for that matter). While it’s easy 
to feel overwhelmed in the 
helplessness of this situation, 
I am clinging to the small but 
meaningful choices we can still 
make to alter our course.

A New Passenger

I feel lucky that at least I am 
the parent of small children. 
While they require a great deal 
more oversight, there isn’t as 
large an academic or social 
burden on them. More than 
once I have been reminded 
of the parenting trope: “little 

or so before I’d be tasked with 
navigating my way through 
those big kid struggles. Cue the 
crashing waves of 2020.

A friend of ours worked with 
a student who was being 
evacuated from the dorms at 
Tulane and didn’t feel that 
going home to Missouri was 
her best option. Bridget, a 
21-year-old neuroscience 
major, needed a place to stay. 
We happen to have a little 
room behind our house that my 
inlaws stay in when they visit. 
Obviously it would be vacant 
for the foreseeable future, so 
we off ered Bridget the spot for 
what we wrongly predicted 
would be a few weeks. I fi gured 
we could use the help with the 
kids a few hours a week and that 
would be more than payment 
enough for using the otherwise 
empty space.

I didn’t suspect that she would 
so quickly become part of 
our family. She took on the 
role of big sister to our little 
ones and treats me much Victoria Allen | @vs_illlustration

Prior to quarantine, I 
assumed I still had a 
decade or so before I’d be 
tasked with navigating my 
way through those big kid 
struggles. Cue the crashing 
waves of 2020.
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more like a mother than a 
landlady. We binge watch 
Murder She Wrote while 
working on our respective 
needlepoint projects. Even 
our dogs love each other. She’s 
been a valuable if unplanned 
addition to the crew. That in 
mind, she has also shocked me 
into realizing that I have a lot
more leveling up to do before 
I’m ready to be the parent 
of a fledgling adult. The risk 
of quasi-adopting a grown 
daughter is watching her make 
her own choices, as children all 
inevitably do.

Bridget broke our family’s fairly 
strict quarantine to join the 
Black Lives Matter protests. She 
had our blessing to go, and we 
encouraged her to do so. It was 
worth the risk, everyone agreed, 
but we naively only considered 
her risk of getting sick. When 
she messaged me to tell me she 
had been tear-gassed by the 
police, my heart imploded. She 
had made a choice that put her 
in genuine danger and there 
was nothing I could do about 
it but wait. She shared her 
location. She messaged every 
few minutes. The gaps between 
her texts felt like years. When 
she fi nally returned home 
red-eyed, triumphant, and 
determined, I broke down in 
ugly tears of relief. All at once 
I was fl oored by something 
that hadn’t occurred to me as a 
parent before: Our children will 
do brave things—amazing, bold, 
dangerous, important things. 
And I will have to watch from a 
distance.

The Waters Ahead

Right now my little kids hardly 
make any decisions about their 
existence. Their life is fi lled 
with false choices. “Do you 
want to brush your teeth or 
put on PJs fi rst?” Translation: 
You are going to bed, we’re 
just negotiating the order of 
ablutions. My favorite and 
the one we use most often in 
my house is, “Would you like 
to go right side up or upside 
down?” My son always chooses 
to be carried right way up, our 
daughter chooses inversion—
fairly symbolic of their diff ering 
personalities. You present a 
kid with choices to give them 
the illusion of control, and this 
sense of agency helps them cope 
with the frustration that they 
aren’t actually in charge. Parents 

are steering the ship and little 
kids are really just passengers. 
At some point though, you hand 
over the helm and let them steer 
for a bit. And eventually they get 
their own little boat and you’re 
not in charge at all.

It is extremely likely that my 
kids will make both a lot of 
good and a lot of bad choices. 
They’ll do things that don’t 
turn out as planned. They’ll be 
impulsive or calculated, but 
it won’t matter. The results 
of their choices won’t always 
directly correlate to how well 
they planned. They might come 
to their parents for advice or 
for help after the fact, or they 
may choose to go it alone. I 
don’t wish smooth, boring 
waters on my children. There’s 
a quote, often attributed to 
Franklin Roosevelt, that goes 
“A smooth sea never made a 
skilled sailor.” But I don’t look 
forward to watching them face 
rough waters either. We do 
our best to shape our kids into 
strong, independent adults and 
equip them with the skills and 
knowledge to navigate their 
own path. The downside of that 
is then watching them go off  
and do it.

Inviting Bridget into our family 
was my fi rst tiny glance into this 
future. I am thankful for her 
pulling her small boat alongside 
ours and tossing a rope to 
keep us tethered for now, but I 
know she is on her own voyage. 
Joining our tiny fl otilla is but 
a brief respite. Someday my 
little kids will disembark too, 
and I’ll do my best not to shout 
corrections from a distance. 
That is the river of a parent’s life: 
Making our own choices, making 
our children’s choices, then 
watching nervously and proudly 
as they make their own choices. 
While I’ll admit that none of 
these waterways are particularly 
serene, it sure beats watching 
from the shoreline.

TALES FROM THE PEN
by Leather

As we all know, jail is a very 
dangerous place and it’s for 
multiple reasons: one, death 
is always around the corner. 
Tonight (6/25/2020) I lost a very 
dear friend and fellow inmate, 
Christian Freeman, who I’ve 
had the pleasure (so to speak) 
of being locked up with this past 
year. People die all the time in 
this jail but when someone dies 
because of neglect by the jail I 
gotta let it be known the way 
they mistreat us, because my 
friend Christian didn’t have to 
die, and the reason he died was 
because there was no deputy 
on our pod. When his celle 

The following has been transcribed (with minimal edits 
for clarity and format) from handwritten letters by our 
correspondent “Leather,” who is currently serving a sentence in 
the Orleans Justice Center—a.k.a. Orleans Parish Prison (OPP), 
which is run by the Orleans Parish Sheriff ’s Offi  ce (OPSO)—
because of charges related to a family dispute, subsequent 
warrants, and the labyrinthian carceral state in general.

Death Behind Bars

white guy from a good family 
and I wonder if OPSO is gonna 
say anything about his death, 
which is the reason I’m writing 
this. Because truth of the 
matter is this happens to us 
inmates all too often and it goes 
unnoticed. All you get is maybe 
a phone call from the chaplain. 
We are dying in here and no one 
seems to care. It took almost 30 
minutes for any medical staff  
to get to Chris. I know beyond a 
shadow of a doubt if they would 
have gotten to Chris sooner he 
would have lived. Like I said 
before I’m not writing off  what 
someone told me. I was there 

[cellmate] realized something 
was wrong with Chris he pushed 
the panic button for the deputy 
in the booth, no answer. Where 
was she? At that time Chris’ 
celle notifi ed other inmates. We 
all pushed our panic buttons 
and then we all started to beat 
down (that’s when all inmates 
kick their doors at the same 
time as hard as possible). When 
this is done it sounds like an 
earthquake. It took deputies 15 
minutes to respond and another 
10 minutes for nurses and EMTs 
to show up. That’s a ridiculous 
response time considering we’re 
in a four story building and it’s 
eleven o’clock at night and the 
jail is already on lockdown... I 
only give you the facts. I only try 
to paint you a vivid picture with 
my words so you can feel how 
inhuman the jail is, my friend.

Christian Freeman was a 35 
year-old middle-upper class 

on A-1. I saw my friend lying on 
that stretcher turning blue and 
as they continued to give him 
oxygen, I prayed and prayed 
but I knew he was gone. And 
when this one EMT turned 
around our eyes locked and she 
cursed. I motioned, is he gone? 
Even though I don’t think she 
was supposed to say anything 
(coroner’s job) she said yes 
and stared at the ground 
heart broken. She was just as 
upset as I was, maybe cause 
it’s her passion to save lives or 
wishing they could have done 
more. I don’t know what the 
offi  cial cause of death was and 
I probably know less than y’all. 
I just hope he didn’t suff er. But 
what I do know is OPSO has got 
to do better than this medieval 
health care system that they 
have in this place or there’s 
gonna be a lot more lives lost. 
So this is dedicated to Christian 
Freeman. RIP.
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This space is provided to MaCCNO as a 
community service and does not necessarily 
reflect the opinions or editorial policies of 
ANTIGRAVITY

The Music and Culture Coalition of New Orleans (MaCCNO) is a broad-based coalition and registered 501c3 non-profit corporation that collaborates with, organizes, and empowers 
the New Orleans music and cultural community to preserve and nurture the city’s culture, to translate community vision into policy change, and to create positive economic impact.

We’re almost five months into New 
Orleans’ COVID-19 shutdown, 
and the situation for the cultural 
community remains grim. Venues 
are shuttered for the foreseeable 
future, and we are beginning to see 
what could be a wave of permanent 
closures. There is a concerning 
resurgence of the virus in New 
Orleans (and a much more severe 
one throughout Louisiana and 
the surrounding states) which has 
necessitated the full closing of 
barrooms and added restrictions 
to public gatherings, both bad 
omens for a culture that thrives on 
people coming together. Enhanced 
unemployment benefits have 
also ended (as of press time), 
eliminating a crucial financial 
support system for many. There’s no 
way around it—things are bad, and 
could get worse. The only bright 
spot? We know more now about 
what works, what doesn’t, and how 
we need to change our response 
to this pandemic, which can help 
mitigate further hardship for the 
city’s musicians, artists, performers, 
traditional culture bearers, and 
small businesses.

We need to better coordinate 
relief funds.
Like many organizations, MaCCNO 
launched our own relief fund in the 
early days of the crisis. As a part of 
our grantmaking process—which 
we deliberately made as simple as 
possible—we asked grantees if they 
had been able to access other relief 
funds, as well as any barriers to 
receiving these funds. The answers 
were illuminating. The biggest 
takeaways? Those most in need of 
aid were generally the least likely 
to gain access to relief funds. And 
the sheer number of funds, each 
with slightly different requirements 
and application processes, 
created a series of unnecessary 
barriers. Moving forward, all of 
the organizations distributing aid 
to the cultural community should 
develop application processes that 
compliment one another, and also 
follow up with applicants on the 
back-end, connecting them with 

Five Months In, What Lessons Have We 
Learned To Help Our COVID Recovery?

other aid opportunities. The only 
way we can address such a high level 
of need is through a streamlined 
process and strong connections.

Live streaming performances 
help, but there are some 
significant barriers.
For the first few months of the 
shutdown, live streams from 
local, national, and international 
musicians were ubiquitous and 
made a reasonable amount of 
money for many performers. 
Since that time, the novelty has 
waned and people tend to have 
less disposable income, so profits 
have been reduced. The live stream 
model still provides some benefit 
for musicians, particularly those 
with an established name and 
fanbase, but the ad-hoc days where 
anyone can login and play for tips 
are over. As the live stream “circuit” 
starts to professionalize, new 
opportunities are being created, 
but fewer are reaping the benefit. A 
concerted investment in equipment, 
performance space, digital career 
development programs, and online 
curation will be needed to maintain 
equity in the live streaming process, 
as well as to provide a pathway for 
new talent to emerge.
 
Outdoor live entertainment has 
not led to significant community 
spread.
Informal outdoor concerts have 
been happening on porches, street 
corners, balconies, and other 
private and public spaces since 
the lockdown began. In July, this 
expanded to a series of three drive-
in concerts. Audience members 
have generally worn masks and 
remained socially distanced, and 
none of these events have led to 
outbreaks—in fact, virus cases 
were decreasing even as these 
performances expanded. While 
large gatherings without distancing 
and PPE remain problematic, it 
looks very likely that some forms 
of outdoor live entertainment are 
safe and present opportunities for 
income even while indoor spaces 
remain off-limits.

Lack of representation in tourism 
leadership is hurting our recovery.
Through our column and other 
reporting, ANTIGRAVITY 
has covered the inequity and 
lack of representation—both 
demographically and culturally—in 
New Orleans’ tourism leadership 
at length. Several months ago, The 
Lens reported that members of the 
Exhibition Hall Authority, which 
governs the Convention Center, 
had objections to the retrofitting 
of the Center into a field hospital 
for COVID patients because it 
would hurt the tourism brand. At 
the end of July—despite a severe 
uptick of cases, messaging from 
city leaders asking residents to stay 
at home, the closure of bars and 
music venues, and further limits 
on public gatherings—tourism 
leaders were still encouraging 
visitors to come, despite the 
fact that many tourists would be 
coming  from COVID hotspots 
like Florida and Texas, putting 
residents of New Orleans at greater 
risk. More COVID cases will result 
in longer closures for venues and 
further limit on cultural activity. 
Why would tourism leaders still 
encourage visitors, even as much 
of the city is locked down? Likely 
because it is in their own self 
interest—many Board members of 
New Orleans & Company and the 
Exhibition Hall Authority are in 
the restaurant and hotel business, 
either as owners or lobbyists. The 
restaurant and hotel sectors are 
two of the only sectors still able 
to operate, even on a reduced 
basis, and they are desperate 
for the revenue. Despite the 
negative impacts on the cultural 
community or service industry, 
there is no institutional pushback, 
as representatives from these areas 
have been systematically excluded 
from leadership positions. 
So, more tourists come, a few 
restaurants and hotels get more 
business, COVID cases rise, the 
city stays locked down longer, and 
residents and small neighborhood 
serving businesses suffer the 
consequences.

The best and easiest solution is 
more money.
What else is there to say? We all know 
the best solution is to simply cover lost 
income so people can stay home, and 
to provide financial relief to businesses 
that have been forced to close. While it 
looks like we won’t get the needed relief 
at the federal level, locally we could still 
use tens of millions of dollars of surplus 
tourism tax revenue to support cultural 
workers and businesses—if there is the 
political will to do so.

What is the best way for an 
individual to help?
While the level of need is 
overwhelming, there are a few ways 
to maximize the time and money you 
contribute. You can support music 
venues by lobbying your elected 
officials to pass the bipartisan Save 
Our Stages Act, which would provide 
six months of financial assistance 
for independent venues. That’s as 
simple as visiting saveourstages.com 
and using the template provided—
you can get it done in seconds. Of 
course, donating to musicians when 
you watch a live stream is a must (a 
good rule of thumb is to treat it like 
you are watching the show live—
leave enough for a cover charge and 
a tip), but also make an effort to buy 
the artist’s music and merchandise 
if you can afford it. Musicians and 
bands will get the largest profit if 
you buy directly from their website, 
but if that’s not possible check 
Bandcamp next, then iTunes and 
other streaming services. Finally, if 
you are contributing to relief efforts, 
look for established organizations 
that were doing the work before 
the pandemic, are engaging in relief 
efforts now, and more than likely 
will be here after the pandemic ends. 
Non-profits are stretched thin too, 
and your dollar will go a lot farther 
with those that have established 
networks and systems, rather 
than high profile efforts that may 
disappear when the spotlight is gone.
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VOTING GUIDE FOR
NEW ORLEANS ELECTIONS
SATURDAY, AUGUST 15, 2020

Judge, 1st City Court
Section B

Marissa A. Hutabarat
Sara Lewis

The First City Court has jurisdiction 
over the Eastbank of New Orleans, 
covering civil lawsuits, small 
claims suits, and evictions. The 
judgeship became vacant when 
Judge Angelique Reed passed away 
in November. In the main election, 
among a field of five candidates, 
neither Marissa Hutabarat (with 
33% of the vote) nor Sara Lewis 
(with 28%) won enough of a majority 
to preclude a runoff (with a 25% 
turnout). In the main election’s voter 
guide, these were the two candidates 
we named in our summary. Lewis, 
endorsed by (relatively) renter-
friendly state Representative 
Mandie Landry, described the 
eviction rate as a “crippling burden” 
that disproportionately impacts 
people of color. We noted that 
Hutabarat volunteers with the First 
72+, an organization that assists 
recently incarcerated people with 
their immediate and long-term 
needs. When it came down to 
specific positions, we found more 
substance in Lewis, who (alone in 
the race) completed our survey, 
espousing nearly every progressive 
position we offered.

But the candidates are nearly tied on 
the Greater New Orleans Housing 
Alliance’s scorecard. Hutabarat 
and Lewis both have a rack of 
endorsements, both have moving 
immigrant backstories, and both 
tout professional and volunteer 
experiences that paint them as 
wholesome, civic-minded people.

We were hoping that the 
candidates would distinguish 
themselves from one another at 
a July 24 Housing and Justice 
Candidate Forum, but instead we 
found more similarities. When 

asked if either candidate had been 
to court since it reopened to assess 
the conditions, neither had.

They also answered much the same 
on disability rights and virtual 
hearings. We judge societies by how 
they treat their most vulnerable 
members. We must also judge these 
would-be judges on how they’d treat 
them, too, particularly because both 
have run their entire campaigns on 
a purported commitment to using 
full discretion to protect the most 
marginalized people in the city. The 
moderator asked if the candidates 
would allow virtual hearings for 
those unable to appear in person. 
Each candidate replied that if both 
parties agreed to a virtual hearing, 
it would be allowed. However, our 
understanding was that thanks to 
the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA), even if there was a policy 
that both parties need to agree, if 
one party requests a virtual hearing 
as an accommodation, they are 
entitled to that accommodation 
in the interest of equal access for 
people with disabilities.

People with disabilities, 
particularly Black people, are 
among those most vulnerable 
to eviction in New Orleans (and 
everywhere). They face obstacles 
to fair representation beyond the 
physical dimension. The risk of 
exposure to the novel coronavirus 
compounds a situation which for 
many might have already been 
insurmountable. Did neither 
candidate know about the ADA? 
Did we misunderstand? This is a 
court where most tenants do not 
appear with the benefit of having 
legal counsel or full knowledge 
of their rights. The judge, even 
if committed to fair treatment, 
cannot serve as legal counsel to a 
defendant/tenant. So it matters 
very much how they plan on 
navigating the power imbalances 
that will appear before them.

This voter education guide is published primarily as a resource 
and does not constitute an endorsement of any candidate or 

proposition by ANTIGRAVITY Magazine.

Greetings, you tired, poor, huddled masses yearning to breathe free, and welcome 
to the guide for the August 15 runoff for electing a judge to First City Court.

Since 2014, we have published and lovingly crafted voter guides as a service 
to our readers, first in collaboration with the New Orleans Harm Reduction 
Network and now simply under the ANTIGRAVITY banner. Our most 
consistent position? That no aspiring politician has earned our endorsement. 
Truly liberatory social change happens in the streets, not in the ballot box. 
Therefore we review candidates with the mentality that we ought to elect the 
people whom grassroots movements might successfully push and pressure to 
lessen suffering among those most likely to suffer. In other words, we vote for 
who we most want as our opponents.

To create this guide, we pored over local media, pulled public records, 
corresponded with candidates, and sought insight from friends, neighbors, and 
local activists. We used our values to guide us:

Local politics impact us most, and vice-versa. We prioritize issues that 
involve New Orleans, surrounding areas, Louisiana, and the Gulf region. We 
reject the influence of post-Katrina opportunism, pandemic-era exploitation, 
and austerity at all levels of government and the private sector.

Any analysis of power ought to center the needs and experiences of the 
most vulnerable among us—those most subject to bodily and institutional 
violence and neglect, not just by the State but also by mainstream progressives. 
We seek to promote justice, dignity, and autonomy for historically punished and 
exploited populations like Black people, Indigenous people and people of color, 
people with disabilities, poor people, queer and trans people, immigrants with 
and without documentation, youth, elderly people, women, unhoused people, 
people who use drugs, people who earn income in informal or stigmatized 
industries like sex work, currently or formerly imprisoned people, and people 
most affected by climate crisis.

We write this guide as unapologetic utopians: we refuse to let the scarcity, 
limitations, and horrors of our present dystopia limit our imaginations. For 
the past several months we have been sick, exhausted, scared, and grieving. But 
we’ve also seen essential workers organizing on a massive scale; tenants, local 
councilmembers, and even congresspeople calling for the cancellation of rent 
or the decommodification of housing altogether; prison abolition entering the 
national dialogue; local and national mobilizations figuratively and literally 
fighting police brutality locally and everywhere; and the successful unarrest of 
a Black woman thanks to an act of collective solidarity right here in our city. We 
have hope, but we didn’t find it on a campaign trail.

Voting, for those who are able, is among the lesser forms of being politically 
engaged. The late visionary author Ursula K. Le Guin once said: “We live 
in capitalism, its power seems inescapable—but then, so did the divine right 
of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings. 
Resistance and change often begin in art. Very often in our art, the art of words.” 
So right now, we’ll use those.

If you are registered and don’t care to vote, you can find someone who is 
currently incarcerated, on parole, undocumented, or otherwise disenfranchised 
from voting, but wants their opinions heard. You can vote for their interests.

We suggest you bring a photo ID to the polls, but if you do not have one you can 
still cast a ballot by signing a voter affidavit which vouches for your identity. 
The secretary of state audits all voter affidavits after the election to ensure that 
you are who you say you are.

If you have a disability, you are entitled to receive assistance to cast your vote. If 
your assigned polling place is not accessible, you can vote at the nearest polling 
place with the same ballot or at the Registrar of Voters Office.

The makeup of the ballot, including names of candidates and texts of 
propositions, as well as information about how, where, and when to register and 
vote is based on information provided by the Louisiana Secretary of State. For 
info on what your ballot looks like, as well as information about disability and 
voting, go to voterportal.sos.la.gov.
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We asked both campaigns for 
clarifi cation on what role they 
believe the ADA has here and 
how proactive they would be in 
letting people know about their 
rights. They both communicated 
their commitment to honoring 
the ADA, but with diff erent spins 
on being proactive. Representing 
the Hutabarat campaign, Victoria 
Short-Coulon (of Teddlie Stuart 
Media Partners) said “many who 
access that court often do not have 
the means to access virtually.” That’s 
true—but judges do have the power 
to provide litigants with accessibility 
devices. One of the judges in 
Jeff erson Parish has been sending a 
clerk door to door with a tablet and a 
hotspot so that people don’t have to 
go to court. Short-Coulon added that 
due to COVID-19, Hutabarat’s court 
would enforce “staggered dockets, 
social distancing, and frequently 
sanitizing common areas.” Lewis’ 
response focused less on hygiene 
and more on how she sees her role in 
the courtroom. “I commit to making 
sure all litigants understand their 
rights, and that includes the rights of 
people with disabilities,” she told us. 
“I see my job as more than making 
judgments but also educating 
litigants to ensure they have every 
opportunity to be heard—this 
includes fi nding creative solutions 
on a case-by-case basis for litigants 
who cannot physically access the 
courthouse.”

Is the fundamental dignity of people 
with disabilities perhaps not spicy 
enough for you? Well, in the time 
since the main election and before 
the runoff , heated accusations about 
both candidates have popped up 
on social media. Posts on Twitter 
alleged that Hutabarat’s live-in 
boyfriend Mark El-Amm, a former 
New Orleans assistant City attorney 
with a real-estate business, allegedly 
operates seven whole home short 
term rentals—allegedly illegally. 
So why would this be relevant or 
any of the public’s business at all? 
Given that whole home short term 
rentals have driven up eviction 
rates in New Orleans, a candidate’s 
relationship with them is not just a 
matter of personal judgement, but 
also impartiality when campaigning 
for a seat overseeing eviction court. 
Lewis’ campaign was not immune 
to internet drama either. Posts on 
Facebook called attention to her role 
defending one of the correctional 
offi  cers at St. Bernard Parish Prison 
(SBPP) who participated in the 
cover-up of Nimali Henry’s death by 
intentional medical neglect. Lewis’ 
practice focused on environmental 
law, so this too left us with 
questions. In an age where social 
media allegations are consumed 
uncritically, what good is our guide if 
we don’t dig further?

We asked each campaign if any 
member of their household has 
ever operated a short term rental 

property (and if so what type and 
was it legal). We also off ered each 
of the candidates an opportunity 
to comment on the issue in 
relation to their opponent. Lewis 
responded that short term rentals 
are an “existential issue that our 
policymakers need to tackle head 
on.” She disclosed that at one point, 
a total of three times, she had rented 
out the apartment she’d lived in 
for eight years to cover the rent, 
and that she is now a homeowner. 
Regarding her opponent, Lewis 
said “I made a promise to myself 
and the City of New Orleans at the 
beginning of this race to run a clean 
campaign—no mud slinging, no 
vicious attacks, no playing dirty.”

When we posed that same query 
to the Hutabarat campaign, Short-
Coulon took issue with the question 
itself: “I have never seen a male 
candidate asked questions about 
someone they are affi  liated with or 
have a personal relationship,” she 
said. “It is sexist at best and it has no 
bearing on the offi  ce she is seeking.” 
Hutabarat herself followed up with 
further comment, saying that she 
does not own any interest in any 
short term rentals and never has. 
She acknowledged that a member 
of her household has (though 
she did not name El-Amm), and 
that they are in active litigation. 
Hutabarat says she is unable to issue 
a statement about that because the 
state judicial code prevents her from 
doing so.

The litigation in question? Most 
likely a suit El-Amm brought against 
the City1 protesting fi nes he received 
for operating multiple short term 
rentals after his permits, which the 
City characterizes as “temporary” 
and “intermittent,” had expired. 
El-Amm indicated that he would 
like to see his fi nes reduced to $500. 
The City contends that El-Amm’s 
properties do not legally qualify for 
a nonconforming use designation, 
hadn’t requested one prior to the 
suit, and that the operation of his 
rentals was illegal.

As it stands, the court has remanded 
this case and the outcome will 
depend on a ruling from the 
Department of Safety and Permits. 
That department will now fall under 
the purview of recently-hired Peter 
Bowen,2 the former general manager 
of the short term rental corporation 
Sonder. Bowen, who quoted Ayn 
Rand in his corporate profi le (“The 
question isn’t who is going to let me; 

it’s who is going to stop me?”), favors 
individual profi t over regulation. 
It seems El-Amm could not have 
hoped for a better hire.

Striking a markedly diff erent 
tone than Lewis’ credo of a “clean 
campaign,” Short-Coulon raised 
questions of Lewis’ character. “Are 
you aware of allegations circulating 
on social media regarding her legal 
defense of big oil companies that 
are destroying our environment 
along with the defense of dirty police 
offi  cers accused of gross misconduct 
that resulted in the death of Nimali 
Henry in a St. Bernard Parish jail?” 
She asked, emailing screenshots of 
posts regarding Lewis’ role in the 
Nimali Henry trial (repeating some 
inaccuracies—Lewis represented 
one, not four, of the defendants, 
who were correctional offi  cers, not 
police).

We had already contacted Lewis 
about that. No matter what offi  ce 
someone was seeking, we would 
want answers about why they 
would take on a case defending 
one of the correctional offi  cers 
complicit in the death of Nimali 
Henry, a 19 year-old Black woman 
and new mother with a blood 
disorder, who had been deprived 
of her medication for ten days. 
Lewis explained that she didn’t 
choose that client, but rather was 
appointed through the federal 
Criminal Justice Act Panel, which 
fulfi lls the Sixth Amendment’s right 
to counsel by appointing attorneys 
for low income criminal defendants. 
Attorneys appointed as such are 
compensated by the Department of 
Justice at federally mandated rates. 
“Working with the Panel allows me 
to do an important public service 
even as a civil attorney in private 
practice,” Lewis explained.3 Henry 
was being held before trial simply 
because her family could not aff ord 
the bail. In her response to our 
survey for the main election, Lewis 
indicated that she was in favor of 
eliminating cash bail. Hutabarat did 
not complete a survey.

What of Lewis’ career in civil law? 
Her fi rm did defend oil, including 
Liberty Oil & Gas Corp, one of the 
legion companies involved in the 
Tennessee Pipeline, but she says she 
was minimally involved in that case 
and cannot comment on it. Lewis 
also said she has represented both 
landowners suing oil companies 
and vice versa. What of Hutabarat’s 
career at Glago Williams, a civil 
litigation and personal injury 
fi rm? Mostly focused on getting 
settlements from insurance 
companies. Both candidates had 
clients seeking compensation after 
hurricane damage.

And what about representation 
for this majority Black city? Lewis 
is a white woman descended from 
Holocaust survivors, and grew up 
translating for relatives. Hutabarat, 
who identifi ed herself as Asian on 
her candidate fi ling, watched her 
Singaporean-American father battle 
xenophobia in the legal system.

Ultimately, either candidate, 
if elected, will preside over the 
eviction of low-income tenants 
during a pandemic. Either 
candidate, if elected, is bound by the 
laws of our fundamentally inhumane 
justice system. People are going to 
get kicked out of their homes, some 
will become homeless, some will 
get sick, and some will die. Eviction 
court should not be open.

SUMMARY: After evaluating 
the troubling claims informally 
raised since the main election, it 
still looks like Lewis would be the 
less harmful choice. We are on the 
brink of yet another manmade 
disaster: an eviction tsunami that 
mortally threatens our precarious 
collective health. Join the Renter’s 
Rights Assembly and get ready to 
fight back.

1. Civil District Court Docket No: 19-4613 
ELAMM EQUITY INVESTMENTS, LLC VS THE 
CITY OF NEW ORLEANS AND THE CITY OF 
NEW ORLEANS DEPARTMENT OF SAFETY 
AND PERMITS

2. Bowen’s position isn’t an elected one. He 
actively profi ted off  of the housing crisis and 
now will earn a six fi gure salary (up to $175k 
according to the job description) applying his 
free market libertarian ideology to City policy. 
We can’t vote him out. Chew on that.

3. As for her client, Debra Becnel is “currently 
awaiting sentencing after pleading guilty to 
making a false statement to an FBI offi  cer in the 
death of Henry.”

Though this guide makes every 
eff ort to be accurate and up-to-date, 
elections and campaigns are dynamic 
events. For the most up-to-date 
version of this document, including 
hyperlinked citations and references, 
visit antigravitymagazine.com

ELECTION INFO

The deadline to request a mail ballot 
is Tuesday, August 11 by 4:30 p.m.

The deadline for the registrar of 
voters to receive a mail ballot is 
Friday, August 14 by 4:30 p.m. (other 
than military and overseas voters).

Early voting for this election began 
on Saturday, July 25 and ends on 
Saturday, August 8 (excluding 
Sunday, August 2) 8:30 a.m. to 6 p.m.

Saturday election voting hours are 7 a.m. 
to 8 p.m.

EARLY VOTING

City Hall
1300 Perdido Street 70112
Room 1W24

Algiers Courthouse
225 Morgan Street  70114
Room 105

Chef Menteur Voting Machine 
Warehouse Site
8870 Chef Menteur Highway  70126

Lake Vista Community Center
6500 Spanish Fort Blvd.  70124

image courtesy of the public domain
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by Chris Staudinger
illustrations Happy Burbeck

between the pipeline company and 
Louisiana Indigenous groups and 
environmental activists before the 
pipeline’s completion in March 
of 2019. Despite the fact that the 
two pipelines are part of the same 
network, owned by the same 
company, and transport some of 
the same oil, they are technically 
separate projects with separate 
environmental review processes. 
Energy Transfer Partners, the owner 
of both pipelines, has said that 
Bayou Bridge is not included in the 
ruling and will continue to operate 
as normal.

But ten days later after the DC 
court’s ruling, a Lake Charles-
based state appeals court handed 
a separate victory to pipeline 
opponents in a long-standing case 
brought against Bayou Bridge by 
three private landowners in the 
Atchafalaya Basin. The plaintiffs 
sued when the company began 
construction of the pipeline without 
securing their permission, and the 
Third Circuit Court of Appeal, in a 
4-1 decision, sided with them, ruling 
in a strongly-worded decision that 
Bayou Bridge “not only trampled 
Defendants’ due process rights 
as landowners, it eviscerated the 
constitutional protections laid out 
to specifically protect those property 
rights.” The landowners and their 
attorneys say the ruling bolsters 
others in their position who fear 
opposing large industrial projects.

Misha Mitchell, an attorney for 
the Atchafalaya Basinkeeper (a 

non-profit advocacy group), was a 
co-council for the plaintiffs and told 
ANTIGRAVITY that the ruling will 
have significant implications for the 
ecologically-sensitive Atchafalaya 
Basin. “It sends a message to any 
developer that it can and will be 
held accountable to the law. A 
major issue we face in the Basin is 
accountability, poor compliance and 
minimal enforcement. This case 
provides some assurance to property 
owners in the Basin and throughout 
Louisiana that you can challenge 
these types of blatant constitutional 
violations, and to the industries 
developing in the Basin that they 
cannot expect to trample the rights 
of others without consequence.”

A third ruling in July took the 
pipeline fight to the U.S. Supreme 
Court, which ruled against the 
Keystone XL pipeline and sided 
with a lower court’s ruling nullifying 
the pipeline’s permit to dredge 
and fill 200 streams and rivers 
along its path. Taken together, the 
three rulings represent a shock to 
the system for both activists and 
industry. Tulane energy researcher 
Eric Smith told WWNO that he 
“worries investors might be losing 
their appetites for pipelines.” 
On July 6th, just a day before 
the shutdown order was issued 
for Dakota Access, the Atlantic 
Coast Pipeline, another project 
hotly contested by environmental 
activists, was cancelled by its owners 
who spent six years and billions of 
dollars in planning and litigation for 
the project.

It is impossible to understand the 
implications of these struggles 
without the context of the state 
petrochemical economy and the 
global forces that affect it. In another 
unprecedented shock to the oil and 
gas industry, on April 20 the price 
of U.S. oil dipped below zero for the 
first time in its history. Global supply 
had been flooded by international 
producers while demand bottomed 
out due to coronavirus stay-at-home 
orders. As a result of the low prices, 
hundreds of wells across Louisiana 
have been shut down. The News-Star 
of Monroe said as many as 34,000 
Louisiana oil jobs were at risk across 
the state. Nearly a quarter of those 
workers were laid off by early May. 
And in early July, Shell announced 
it was interested in selling its 4,400-
acre Convent Refinery in Ascension 
and St. James parishes. The site 
has the capacity to process 240,000 
barrels of oil a day and employs 
about 700 workers.

Things are bad enough for the oil and 
gas industry here that Gifford Briggs, 
the president of the Louisiana Oil & 
Gas Association, told The News-Star, 
“We’re watching an entire industry 
being eliminated before our eyes.” 
There are so many questions about 
what these stories mean when taken 
together: for the workers across the 

state who rely on the oil industry 
and the schools that rely on its taxes, 
and for the marshes and the coastal 
communities threatened by oil-
fueled climate change.

In the immediate term, there is 
danger for the state budget. For every 
one dollar that the price of a barrel of 
oil falls, Louisiana loses an average of 
$12 million of tax revenue, according 
to the state’s legislative economist, 
Greg Albrecht. That money pays 
teachers and police, to name a few. 
It’s clear there will be pain, and that 
the pain could be acute.

The last time oil prices dipped so 
low was the mid 1980s, when a 
similar excess of oil across the globe 
drove down prices to $10 a barrel 
and caused an oil bust in Louisiana 
which remains infamous to this 
day. It was another confluence of 
multiple economic woes: in New 
Orleans, stable longshoremen’s 
positions at the city’s ailing port 
were being inadequately replaced 
with low-wage jobs in the tourism 
industry. Attendance at the 1984 
World’s Fair in New Orleans was 
so bad that the company went 
bankrupt. Famous stores were 
shuttered on Canal Street. A total 
of 1,100 city employees were laid 
off, and by 1986, Louisiana had the 
highest unemployment rate in the 
nation at 13.2%.

But that oil bust ushered in an 
era of major diversification of the 
Louisiana economy. For instance, 
70% of Lafayette’s economy was 
dependent on the oil and gas 
industry in the 1980s. Today that 
number is down to 30%, with 
tourism, health care, and technology 
as the three main economic drivers 
in the region alongside the oil and 
gas industry. The population of 
the Lafayette region has actually 
increased by 62% since the 1980s.

Jan Moller is the executive director 
of The Louisiana Budget Project, 
a research and policy group that 
advocates for low-income families 
in the state legislature. Asked 
whether something similar could 
happen after this downturn, he said 
that oil and gas revenue currently 
represents a much smaller portion 
of the state budget than one might 
think. Oil and gas royalties and 
severance taxes now account 
for only about 6% of the state’s 
economy. That’s down from 42% 
in the ‘80s. “The legislature can’t 
do a damn thing about the price of 
oil,” he said. “That is global.” But 
while those industries have been 
steadily declining in Louisiana’s 
economic scheme, their power in 
the legislature remains. Moller said 
that legislative leaders allowed oil, 
gas, and business interests to write 
the entire agenda for the special 
legislative session that concluded 
in June. The organizations, Moller 
said, with a “never let a good crisis 

RUNNING ON EMPTY 
How will Louisiana adapt to an inevitable, global energy 
transition away from oil and gas?

In a shocking ruling that has seen 
almost no media attention, the 
Dakota Access Pipeline was ordered 
shut down by a federal district 
judge in early July. Despite the fact 
that the pipeline has moved up to 
570,000 barrels of crude oil each 
day for the last three years, a federal 
judge in Washington, DC found 
enough mistakes in the company’s 
environmental permitting process to 
merit the immediate shut down of the 
pipeline until a new environmental 
analysis of the project happens. 
While the immediate shutdown has 
been postponed by a court challenge, 
the ruling represents a surprise 
victory for the Standing Rock Sioux 
and a reopening of the seminal 
Indigenous-led struggle that pitted 
fossil fuel extraction against tribal 
sovereignty and climate activism 
during the pipeline’s construction. 
The left-field ruling begs a lot of 
questions about the pipeline itself 
and others like it, including the near-
50,000-mile network of pipelines in 
Louisiana, the industries they serve, 
and the people who organize against 
them here.

Chief among that Louisiana network 
is the Bayou Bridge Pipeline, the 
southeasternmost terminus of the 
crude oil that the Dakota Access 
Pipeline removes from Canada and 
the Dakotas. Bayou Bridge moves 
that oil from Nederland, Texas, 
crosses most of south Louisiana, 
including the Atchafalaya Basin, 
and ends in St. James Parish. The 
swampy pipeline easement was 
the scene of its own grizzly fights 
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go to waste” mentality, pushed an 
old wish list of severance tax breaks 
for oil and gas companies and other 
expensive tax cuts for industry that 
would have left holes in the state 
budget at a time when COVID-19 has 
already decimated tax revenue. “The 
legislature through its actions is 
really trying desperately to forestall 
and put a fi nger in this leaky dam by 
providing more tax breaks and more 
subsidies to the industries when 
the market has kind of spoken. The 
industry is not ever coming back to 
what it was 40 years ago and it may 
never come back to what it was six 
years ago. And we haven’t pivoted to 
what comes next,” Moller explained.

In the context of this gradual 
decline, the possible sale of Shell’s 
Convent refi nery is not a complete 
surprise, as the company has long 
planned to consolidate its holdings 
as the world pivots to a less oily 
future. Last year Shell announced 
it planned to slim its refi nery assets 
to a group of “uniquely positioned 
refi neries by 2025.” The trend away 
from oil and towards alternative 
energy is not a thing of the future; 
it’s happening now. This summer, 
Goldman Sachs forecast that for 
the fi rst time ever, investment in 
renewables will overtake investment 
in fossil fuels in 2021.

Moller sees similarities between 
Louisiana and his hometown of 
Pittsburgh, where he witnessed 
steel’s decline and the resulting 
suff ering and dislocation. 
Ultimately, he said that Pittsburgh 
has rebuilt itself as a place with 
more diversifi ed opportunities, and 
he thinks the Louisiana legislature 
could encourage the same. “We have 
a workforce that’s been in energy 
production for a hundred years. 
We have a highly-skilled industrial 
construction workforce. We have all 
these petrochemical plants, and all 
of the people who work here live in 
Louisiana.” Moller says those skills 
are unique, valuable, and essential 
to the transition to renewable 
energy, but the legislature needs to 
prioritize that transition. “There is 
viability in wind energy in the Gulf, 
there’s hydroelectric, there’s been all 
these advances in the last 20 years in 
energy. Why is Louisiana not trying 
to be a leader in green energy?”

Regardless of the industry and 
regardless of the economic 
prognosis, there is no viability 
without solid land to live and work 
on. In mid-May, not long after the 
oil bust and amidst the worst of 
Louisiana’s COVID-19 battle, the 
headline “We’re Screwed” was 
scrawled across Nola.com when a 
new study was published which (yet 
again) ratcheted up the urgency 
of sea level rise for the Louisiana 
coast, this time in more absolute 
terms. “Because of increasing 
rates of sea level rise fueled by 
global warming, the remaining 

5,800 square miles of Louisiana’s 
coastal wetlands in the Mississippi 
River delta will disappear. The 
only question is how quickly it will 
happen,” wrote Mark Schleifstein 
about the new study. Another report 
on the newly-released Flood Factor 
Database forecast a skyrocketing of 
substantial fl ood risk for properties 
in Louisiana by 2050. That’s 809,000 
properties at risk across the state, 
a 70% increase from today. In the 
meantime, Louisiana currently 
emits more carbon per capita than 
almost any state in the country, 
ranking fi fth, according to the U.S. 
Department of Energy.

There are numerous organizations 
with plans for transitioning 
Louisiana’s economy away from oil 
and gas, from the coalition-planned 
Gulf South for a Green New Deal to 
that of 350 New Orleans, which touts 
the “enormous potential for this 
transition in Louisiana, if we work 

An environmentalist might be 
surprised by how little time Another 
Gulf Is Possible spent on the nuts 
and bolts of energy transition in 
their recent podcast series, We Got 
We, Not BP, which marked the 10th 
anniversary of the BP oil spill. It 
focused instead on systemic issues 
faced by the most marginalized 
in communities along the Gulf 
Coast: the people who are bearing 
the brunt of emissions in Cancer 
Alley, fl ooding, and environmental 
injustices. It’s an all-or-nothing 
approach to transition, highlighted 
by a response on the podcast by Tony 
McCray, an activist and organizer 
from Pensacola, who said, “The 
issues that we discussed have to all 
be dealt with: the recovery from 
the oil spill, the preparation for the 
next hurricane, and the recovery 
from that. The aff ordable housing 
issues that exist, jobs, business 
opportunities. I was involved in 
the disparity study for the City 

moved towards diversifi cation. 
And there are in fact plans for how 
to address the “leaky dam” of the 
state’s relationship with oil and gas 
and create a more equitable state 
economy. For Moller, it starts quite 
simply: “I have a fundamentally 
diff erent view of how you drive the 
Louisiana economy forward than 
the Louisiana legislature. We as 
an organization believe that how 
to drive the economy is by making 
investments in people. Paying them 
better wages. Better schools, better 
access to health care. Colleges that 
are not in disrepair.” This echoes the 
transition priorities of Another Gulf 
Is Possible and the Movement for 
Black Lives.

Whether you’re an oil worker, 
a legislator, a person with a 30-
year mortgage, or a server in a 
restaurant, now is not an easy 
time to be invested in Louisiana. 
There is so much shoring up to 
be done—of sinking land and job 
markets—against ever-emerging 
losses and threats. The challenges 
are especially intense if that work 
is done with a community focus 
and with the intention to leave 
no one behind, including the 
generations who will come after 
us. Despite this state of constant 
emergency (oil spill, hurricanes, 
banking discrimination), none 
of this—including a devastating 
virus—is new to Louisiana. To face 
an extreme state of emergency 
and handle it as a community is 
already in the playbook; grassroots 
organizing after Katrina ushered in 
unprecedented coastal protection 
measures and widespread 
environmental education.

Something similar is happening 
now as the energy slowly seeps out 
of pipelines while the streets come 
alive with the energy of thousands 
demanding change. They are 
making many of the same demands 
as the Gulf South for a Green New 
Deal platform, The Louisiana 
Budget Project, and Another Gulf 
Is Possible. These organizations, 
along with others across the Gulf 
Coast, have laid the groundwork 
for this ongoing transition in quiet 
legislative committee meetings, 
on tense pipeline easements, or 
with actionable plans over the 
years. Dangling on the edge of 
this hurricane season during a 
pandemic-induced recession, there 
has never been more urgency for 
Louisiana to change and more 
opportunity to encourage those 
changes. The energy is on people’s 
side right now, and the transition is 
already well on its way.

“Why is Louisiana not 
trying to be a leader in 
green energy?”

together to achieve it. The shallow 
waters off  the coast of Louisiana 
can be the site of a new off shore 
wind economy that utilizes former 
oil and gas workers, and the state’s 
excellent solar energy potential can 
create thousands of jobs. Additional 
jobs can be created in coastal 
restoration and mitigation of fossil 
fuel pollution.”

Another transition-focused 
organization is the women-of-color-
led collaborative, Another Gulf Is 
Possible. The group does call for 
divestment from fossil fuels and a 
just transition to renewable energy. 
But for that to work, the group 
focuses on policies, pulled directly 
from the Movement for Black Lives, 
such as the reallocation of funds 
from policing and incarceration, 
protection for workers, fully funded 
health care, and a fully-funded 
education, so that the cycle of 
exploitation does not continue into 
whatever industry does eventually 
replace oil and gas.

of Pensacola that found that the 
banking industry in this region 
had one of the worst records in 
the country for loaning money to 
African Americans, women, and 
Hispanics. So we’ve got to think 
holistically… Because if we ignore 
any issues, we’re going to get bitten 
in the butt by not tackling the 
disparities that we ignore or we feel 
we can’t handle.”

The energy market is shifting. It’s 
evident in the North American 
pipeline slow-downs, low crude oil 
demand, and the decreasing share 
of the industry’s contribution to 
the state’s economy. Employment 
in oil, gas, and mining extraction 
dropped 39% between 2014 and 
2018, according to the industry 
trade organization Grow Louisiana 
Coalition. Since the pandemic, 
it has dropped a further 7%. 
While the implications of this 
are immediately quite grim for 
workers, the decline is part of 
an old pattern that has already 
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North Rampart Street, July 2020. (photo by Jason Kerzinski)

Memorial for Devante Bryant, age 9, who was shot 
to death in the 7th Ward on July 13.

(photo by James Cullen)



A violin vigil across from Jackson Square is organized on July 5, in 
honor of Elijah McClain, a 23-year-old Black man who was killed 
by police last summer in Aurora, Colorado (photo by Bryce Ell).
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Matthew Seltzer

Tulane Avenue and S. Jeff 
Davis Parkway, July 2020. 

(photo by Matthew Seltzer)
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On June 16, the Urban League 
of Louisiana hosted a two-hour, 
three-panel webinar with the title 
“Police Reform? Let’s Talk About 
It.” The cast of Black Louisianans 
invited to talk about the possibility 
of police reform included a range 
of state and local politicians, CEOs, 
and non-profiteers. About halfway 
into the event, the moderator 
called on karen “kg” marshall, 
Executive Director of Rethink, a 
New Orleans youth organization. 
“We need specific reforms,” the 
moderator said. “What are you 
hearing, from your constituents... 
from everyday people?”

“We work specifically with Black 
young people in New Orleans,” 
marshall said. “We talk to young 
people and their families about this, 
and we’ve heard, without a doubt, 
with no equivocation, that folks 
want abolition.”

Abolishing the police: a startling 
idea, the first time one hears it. A 
lot of the systems in modern society 
run on fear. Advertisements play 
on our anxieties. We are told to 
fear one another, to fear strangers, 
to fear change. We’re told we can’t 
resolve our own problems, that we 
need experts, technologies, and the 
intervention of the State. We’re told 
we need police.

I know people who, in the aftermath 
of the 2005 federal levee failures, 
experienced a New Orleans without 

by Jules Bentley
illustrations Kallie Tiffau

A NEW ORLEANS 
WITHOUT POLICE

police and didn’t like it. But in the 
words of Mariame Kaba, a prominent 
organizer against criminalization, 
“You can’t just focus on what you 
don’t want, you have to focus also 
on what you do want. The world 
you want to live in is also a positive 
project of creating new things.”

In a blockbuster June 12 opinion 
piece for The New York Times, 
Kaba lays out a definitive argument 
for police abolition. “We are not 
abandoning our communities to 
violence,” she writes. “We don’t want 
to just close police departments. We 
want to make them obsolete.”

That’s the transformative goal of 
police abolition, and the imaginative 
challenge of a New Orleans without 
police: a New Orleans where we 
finally address the underlying 
problems, both systemic and 
interpersonal, that we for so 
long and so unsuccessfully have 
attempted to suppress or address 
via cops.

When you look at an institution 
like Angola Penitentiary, a former 
slave plantation that transitioned 
seamlessly into a prison, the 
continuity between slavery and 
the modern-day criminal justice 
system is clear. It’s clear when you 
see the six-pointed “runaway slave 
patrol” badge that morphed into the 
modern-day sheriff’s star. Especially 
in New Orleans, a city whose wealth 
derived from being the country’s 

biggest slave market, it’s impossible 
to disentangle American police and 
prisons from white supremacy.

Even those who look askance at 
today’s Movement for Black Lives 
generally agree (in public) that 
slavery was a moral abhorrence, but 
slavery in the United States wasn’t 
just a blip. Spanish colonists brought 
enslaved Africans to St. Augustine 
almost 200 years before the 
Declaration of Independence. Even 
before America existed, slavery was 
a fundamental American institution. 
The largest global economies 
in human history, spanning 
generations, were built from and 
relied on it.

I invoke this past because I think 
it’s important to confront just how 
difficult it must have been, a few 
centuries back, to take seriously the 
idea of ending slavery. Abolishing 
slavery entirely would have seemed 
a very crazy, very unrealistic 
prospect even to many who 
considered it evil.

As the scholar Derecka Purnell 
wrote a few years ago, “[A]
bolition required more than just 
disappearing enslaved people 
from plantations. Society had to 
eliminate its reliance on forced and 
brutal labor... Overseers, plantation 
owners, and slave importers had 
to become obsolete. Amendments 
were added to the Constitution. 
Capital was shifted. The formerly 
enslaved had to find labor, shelter, 
and protection.”

To imagine a world very different 
from the one we know is difficult, 
but as we’ve been reminded these 
last few weeks, when enough people 
decide it’s time things change, 
change occurs, no matter what 
the rich and powerful might want. 
Anything can be done; the primary 
obstacle is our own limited sense of 
what’s possible.

I spoke with feminist scholar and 
activist Shana griffin, a New Orleans 
native who’s been involved in local 
work around policing, prison, and 
abolition with groups like INCITE! 
and Critical Resistance, long before 
abolition’s current moment of 
mainstreaming. “Imagining a New 
Orleans without police,” she said, 
“requires us to think differently 
about not just the law enforcement 
but the very fabric of the institutions 
that we often rely on for resources 
and support.”

Beyond police departments, 
the ideology of policing is 
interwoven into everyday life. 
“We’re talking about prisons, 
punishment, surveillance and the 
technologies associated with that, 
as well as other community-based 
institutions that are invested in 
policing: mental health institutions, 
hospitals, schools.”

Ruth Wilson Gilmore, a geographer 
and one of the foundational scholars 
of prison and police abolition, makes 
a similar point in an interview with 
The Intercept. While many public 
agencies have absorbed policing 
functions, “at the same time, 
many of the agencies of organized 
violence, such as jails and prisons 
and police, are absorbing social 
work functions, mental health care 
functions, things that they actually 
can’t do.”

griffin also noted that the killers of 
Ahmaud Arbery, like the man who 
killed Trayvon Martin, weren’t 
police officers. The ideology of 
policing means that non-police feel 
“deputized,” formally or otherwise, to 
engage in violent policing practices. 
“Abolition requires a shift in how 
we think about ‘public safety,’” 
griffin said. “Public safety is not 
the presence of police and carceral 
institutions. For abolitionists, public 
safety is permanently affordable 
and safe housing, communities and 
environments free of toxic exposure 
and polluting industries, sustainable 
livelihoods, quality education, 
mental health resources—universal, 
non-coercive health care services, 
and community of accountability 
and transformative justice practices 
when harm occurs.”

Many of the people I talked to and 
read regarding police abolition 
addressed the notion of public safety. 
In the New Orleans 2020 budget, 
“Public Safety” is the category that 
uses 62% of our city’s General Fund, 
the discretionary spending pool that 
our property and sales taxes go into. 
It’s not all NOPD, but NOPD is the 
bulk of it. $194,000,000 is budgeted 
for NOPD this year, and 90% of that 
dizzyingly deep money-trough is 
drawn from the General Fund.

We’re all taught from an early age 
that what we as individuals spend 
our money on reflects—or really, 
comprises—who we are. If you 
extend that logic to what our alleged 
democracy spends our taxpayer 
money on, New Orleans’ city budget 
paints an unflattering picture of 
our community’s priorities and 
preoccupations.

In contrast to the 62% “Public Safety” 
expenditure, 3% of the General 
Fund is allocated for “Children and 
Families.” As public finance guru (and 
Lens alum) Kelsey Foster said in an 
illuminating June 15th budget teach-
in about city spending, “Budgets are 
moral documents.”

The $194 million that goes to NOPD 
is separate from the $53 million we 
give to the Orleans Parish Sheriff’s 
office (i.e. the prison), the $7.1 
million we give the DA’s office, the 
$6.9 million we give the criminal 
court system, and the $750,000 
we begrudge the Orleans Public 
Defenders office.
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It also doesn’t include “Offi  ce of 
Homeland Security,” a single line 
on a single page that accounts for 
$9.8 million of our discretionary 
spending. There’s no elaboration or 
further breakdown of that anywhere 
in our city’s nearly 800-page public 
budget document. This murky slice 
of skunkwork includes surveillance 
initiatives like the controversial city 
crime cameras; a signifi cant portion 
of it ends up in the hands of third-
party private contractors.

The Orleans Parish Prison Reform 
Coalition (OPPRC) is a grassroots 
advocacy group made up of locals and 
preexisting New Orleans criminal-
justice organizations. It originally 
convened four years ago for the 
purpose of reducing the number of 
people incarcerated in OPP, a fi eld on 
which it’s won some victories. More 
recently, OPPRC has responded 
to shifts in the local and national 
conversation around policing by 
embracing a platform called “8 to 
Abolition.” To quote 8toabolition.
com, this platform’s goal “is not to 
create better, friendlier, or more 
community-oriented police or 
prisons. Instead, we hope to build 
toward a society without police or 
prisons, where communities are 
equipped to provide for their safety 
and wellbeing.”

Sade Dumas, Executive Director of 
OPPRC, explains, “One piece of the 
#8toAbolition platform is to defund 
the police and reallocate those funds 
into the community, into things that 
will actually keep us safe. Eviction 
court just reopened, in the midst of 
a pandemic. A lot of people are at 
risk of becoming houseless. Putting 
‘public safety’ money into housing 
or early childhood education is what 
builds a safer community.”

By contrast, many so-called reforms 
to policing entail spending even 
more money on police. “We’re in 
a period now where people are 
demanding reforms,” Angela Davis, 
one of the key fi gures in prison 
and police abolition, told the BBC 
in 2018. “The problem is that 
reforms have often rendered the 
institution itself more permanent 
and ultimately more repressive, 
more racist.”

In a must-read June 24 piece titled 
“Accept Nothing Less Than Police 
Abolition,” carceral researcher 
Lydia Pelot-Hobbs provides a 
top-to-bottom accounting of post-
Katrina NOPD reform eff orts, 
technological innovations, and 
cross-agency partnerships, and 
why they aren’t the answer. She 
concludes, “policing—no matter how 
refi ned with regulations, or data, 
or ‘best practices’—is a racial state 
project premised on the criminality, 
and thus disposability, of black life... 
community oversight boards, or 
body cameras, or anti-bias training, 
or charging killer cops—or whatever 

the reform of the week might be—
cannot and will not make us free.”

Entertainment media relentlessly 
tells us stories about what police 
do, but those stories don’t match up 
with what police do in real life. Per 
a June 19 investigation in The New 
York Times by Jeff  Asher and Ben 
Horwitz, “serious violent crimes,”—
meaning homicide, robbery, rape, 
and aggravated assault—made up 
only 1% of all of the NOPD’s calls for 
service this year.

Of course, those more sensational 
crimes are more time-consuming 
than writing someone a seatbelt 
ticket, but Asher and Horwitz found 
that in New Orleans so far this year, 
police offi  cers have spent only 4% of 
their total on-duty time responding 
to serious violent crimes. While New 
Orleans is plagued by gun violence, 
only .7%—less than one hundredth—
of all police time has been spent on 
homicides and nonfatal shootings.

Except in the rarest, most 
serendipitous of cases, police don’t 
intervene to prevent murder or rape; 
they only come afterwards, to (in 
theory) locate the guilty party and 
feed them into the gears of jail. One 
line of thinking is that our fear of 
the police, our fear of punishment, 
dissuades criminality, but the 
evidence doesn’t support that. As 
Shana griffi  n notes, “Crime rates 
don’t correlate to incarceration 

rates; crime rates correlate to 
economic instability and insecurity.”

The (strongly pro-police) scholar 
David Bayley wrote in his 1994 book 
Police for the Future, “The police 
do not prevent crime. This is one of 
the best kept secrets of modern life. 
Experts know it, the police know 
it, but the public does not know it. 
Yet the police pretend that they are 
society’s best defense against crime 
and continually argue that if they 
are given more resources, especially 
personnel, they will be able to 
protect communities against crime. 
This is a myth.”

There has been much hue and cry 
in New Orleans over the numbers of 
NOPD offi  cers, including astroturfed 
public pressure campaigns to 
increase hiring, with the explicit 
promise that more police would 
make a safer New Orleans, or at 
least a safer French Quarter. We 
now have more police per capita 
than Minneapolis (a city lately in 
the news), but according to Bayley’s 
research, “[r]epeated analysis 
has consistently failed to fi nd any 
connection between the number of 
police offi  cers and crime rates.”

For examples of what a New Orleans 
oriented away from state violence 
and towards mutual aid might look 
like, I called on John Clark, Loyola 
Professor Emeritus of Philosophy 
and a fi fth-generation New 

Orleanian. He suggested that rather 
than relying on the centralized 
power of the government to mediate 
our interactions or resolve disputes, 
our communities, neighborhoods, 
and even individual city blocks 
could work together in a more 
participatory fashion.

“I’d like to see people make their 
own decisions,” Clark said, “by 
devolving power down to the 
grassroots level.” He cited the 
Sarvodaya movement, a stateless 
subcontinental network of self-
suffi  cient village communities; the 
Swiss Canton system, a federation 
of direct democracies in which 
policies were traditionally decided 
by all the people rather than by 
representatives; and the local 
assemblies used in Rojava, which 
draw on anarchist ideology for a 
network model of decentralized, 
pluralistic popular power. “There 
are real examples; these things have 
been realized historically.”

“The Black Panthers basically 
created an intentional community 
in Oakland,” Clark said. “People 
lived together, they had educational 
programs, they had medical programs 
and meal programs. They had a vision 
of community control. There’s a lot 
to learn from them.” In New Orleans, 
he said, “there should be a lot of 
experimentation to fi nd out what can 
be democratic and participatory and 
also work, since what exists now is a 
complete failure.”

Can we imagine a New Orleans 
where decisions are made not by the 
government or a wealthy few but 
instead by community members at 
the hyperlocal level? In the words 
of Ruth Wilson Gilmore, “Abolition 
is deliberately everything-ist. 
It’s about the entirety of human-
environmental relations.” So-
called wild or unrealistic ideas, put 
into practice, become historical 
inevitabilities. Transformational 
change is always within our grasp; as 
the youth in the streets have shown 
us, those who act, decide.

“The way our society is structured,” 
Shana griffi  n said, “when people 
don’t feel safe the fi rst thing they 
think of is to call the police. That 
is the primary answer or response 
as an individual: I’m calling the 
cops. But when we engage in 
collective community building and 
organizing, that question shifts 
from ‘What can I do?’ to ‘What can 
we do?’ ...and we can reimagine a 
completely diff erent world.”

Especially in New Orleans, a city whose 
wealth derived from being the country’s 
biggest slave market, it’s impossible to 
disentangle American police and prisons 
from white supremacy.
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L - R: Seren, Chancey, Incirlioglu, Gantrim

BIG LIVING WITH

LITTLE DEATH

“You used to want to be alone and now you are.” These eerie words drift out 
of my speakers as Little Death’s self-titled album spins on the turntable. “Sad 
but true,” sing Willy Gantrim and Sedef “Switch” Seren together in harmony. 
These past few months have been a lonesome time for most folks. Little Death 
released their debut album during an especially turbulent period for the local 
music community. If 2020 was anything like a normal year, Little Death would 
have likely celebrated their album (put out by local label Strange Daisy) with 
an impassioned performance at one of the city’s many beloved small venues. 
Instead, members have stayed at home, unable to even practice together due 
to concerns related to COVID-19. It sharply contrasts last summer’s recording 
sessions, when members crammed into a tiny, spare-room studio in the home 
shared by PEARS vocalist Zach Quinn and his grandmother, otherwise known 
as Memaw’s house. Quinn and longstanding audio engineer James Whitten 
produced intimate sessions filled with sweat, cigarette smoke, and friendship.

Guitarists / vocalists Gantrim and Seren share the group with drummer Defne 
“Dizzy” Incirlioglu and bassist Harlan Chancey, who replaced original bassist 
Bob Ayo shortly after last year’s recording sessions. They individually made 
their ways to New Orleans and came together to form the group after lengthy 
tutelages in far-flung street performer communities. In New Orleans, Little 
Death’s members have worked with a diverse array of projects, including 
raucous punks Gland, traditional outfit Shake ‘Em Up Jazz Band, and 
streetside stalwarts Yes Ma’am. The group’s firm foundation anchors Gantrim’s 
tender yet bleak songwriting, which has already graced a small but mighty 
collection of solo releases over the past decade. Gantrim has come a long way 
from his early days of poorly organized cross-country tours alongside Hurray 
For The Riff Raff ’s Alynda Segarra. “Watching his progression as an artist, 
it feels like he’s really making rock’n’roll and has the education of coming 
from the blues. It just feels like it all comes together,” says Segarra. United 
together, Little Death pays homage to ‘60s girl groups, rock‘n’roll, and doo-wop. 
Gathering in their respective homes over a mixture of phones and tablets, 3/4ths 
of the band opened up about busking school, smoke-filled recording sessions, 
and the fine line between representation and tokenization.

by William Archambeault

photos Adrienne Battistella
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It’s so strange to do this over 
Zoom. Have y’all gotten used to 
doing stuff long distance yet?
Sedef “Switch” Seren: I, 
fortunately, have a huge leg up 
because I’m a complete and total 
nerd. I’ve been playing Dungeons & 
Dragons with one of my best friends 
over Skype for years. I routinely 
spend a few hours a week doing 
social stuff on Zoom anyways. Now, 
it’s really easy to integrate.
Defne “Dizzy” Incirlioglu: I joined 
this weekly anarchist jazz musician 
reading group discussion thing that a 
buddy put together. There were a lot 
of people I didn’t know in it. It would 
be readings of really dense, intense 
text and then trying to discuss them. 
There were random people on Zoom 
and it was my first experience with 
it. It was a really weird format to 
have a discussion because everyone 
was always muting and unmuting 
themselves.
SS: It sounds convoluted!
DI: We had a birthday party for 
Switch on Zoom!
SS: It was really cute.

Gland’s reunion at Banks 
Street Bar felt like the last big 
hurrah before the entire city 
shutdown. Switch, how does it 
feel to suddenly revisit that band 
and then have the whole world 
collapse?
SS: Honestly, I think I weirdly have 
put it out of mind and haven’t done 
a ton of processing about it. The 
way that that band fell apart was 
really difficult but also important. 
I’ve always said that ultimately we 
split up because of professional 
differences. I feel like we made 
the right decision. I knew that it 
would always be really emotionally 
overwhelming to try to get the band 
actually back together but it’s so 
much fun to play in that band. I 
wanted to be able to have fun, party, 
celebrate Rand [Owens, Banks Street 
Bar’s owner who died unexpectedly 
on February 29], and do a nice thing. 
I never really unpacked it, but I 
think that might be the last time I 
played live. Did we play a show in 
early March? 
WG: I don’t do dates. [laughs]
SS: You’d think these events and 
dates would be more poignant. It’s 
just one of the things that we’ve 
learned to compartmentalize over 
the past few months: “Just let it go, it 
isn’t going to happen anytime soon.”

Time is a total illusion right now.
WG: Maybe subconsciously I have 
been like “Alright, forget it. Don’t 
look back nostalgically. Just keep 
pushing forward.” I don’t remember 
when our last show was.

You released Little Death’s debut 
album in June. How does it feel to 
release this in the midst of COVID?
WG: It sucks!!! [laughs]
SS: It’s so fucking awesome that 
it happened and in the way that it 
happened too. It was something that 

we were preparing for and trying 
to wrap our brains around. Willy 
and I had a conversation about how 
we wanted to reach out to DIY or 
local labels; maybe someone could 
give us some help and co-release it. 
We could partially self-release it or 
whatever. Within less than a week, 
Strange Daisy reached out to us and 
gave us such an incredible offer.
WG: It was nuts.
SS: Given the current context, I 
couldn’t possibly be anymore thrilled.
DI: It feels so huge to have the 
record, hold the record, this tangible 
thing. It still doesn’t even feel real 
to me, probably because we haven’t 
played a release show or even [been 
able to] get together and practice. 
We haven’t figured out a way for 
everyone in the band to feel safe and 
comfortable with getting together to 
practice and play together. I was just 
looking at my calendar and our last 
practice was on March 10.
WG: Wow. What is it today? [laughs]

Willy has had some of these songs 
for a decade. How did you go 
about deciding what material felt 
right for this project as opposed 
to your solo output?
WG: I think I just tried to get as 
many that I hadn’t recorded before 
and pick the ones that didn’t sound 
quite so folky. [laughs] I really 
wanted it to be a rock‘n’roll band.
DI: I played “Look Out!” with you 
over a decade ago.
WG: Yeah! On washboard! [laughs]
DI: In a super folky, busking in the 
subway in New York kind of way.

Willy, you’re from New York. Do 
you and Dizzy have a history there?
WG: Yeah! That’s where we met!
DI: I went to college in New York so 
I didn’t actually live there for that 
long, but it was very formative. I went 
to middle school and high school in 
Turkey, then moved to New York 
when I was 18. I immediately became 
super close with Willy and another 
group of folk dorks. You know how 
when you first leave home and you 
have these really codependent 
intense friendships that you won’t 
have later in life because you learn 
how to have boundaries and be an 
adult? Those people are like your 
family. We were really close in 2005.
WG: That’s when I moved to New 
York. That winter.
DI: Willy moved to New Orleans 
before I did, but then came back 
to New York and lived in Europe 
for a while. I finished school and 
immediately came to New Orleans.

It’s a really small world.
DI: Yeah. Sedef and I’s parents have 
known each other since the ‘70s, 
so we have known each other our 
whole lives. I did the math and I’ve 
collectively known the members of 
the band for 50 years or something. 
[laughs]
SS: That’s so cute! [laughs] I think 
the first time we met we were around 
four, so we’ve been friends for almost 
30 years now. Dizzy’s the reason I’m 
in New Orleans. She has historically 
always been full of good ideas. I just 
take pages out of her book from time 
to time. Coming to New Orleans was 
definitely one of those. Willy, I don’t 
remember the first time that you and 
I actually met.
WG: If I’m not mistaken, it might’ve 
been at a party.
SS: It might’ve been at a Gland show 
in a backyard.
WG: Was it on Art Street across from 
a church? There was lots of beer.
SS: We may have even met in New 
York at the Jalopy [Tavern] or 
something years prior. The first 
time that you came up to me and 
intentionally were like, “Hey! We 
have these mutual friends! Let’s be 
friends!” was—
WG: I did that? Wow! [laughs] I’m 
impressed with myself!
SS: I was impressed too! [laughs]

Another thing you all share in 
common beyond personal bonds 

DI: There’s a weirdness about 
not playing together routinely or 
consistently after having weekly or 
bi-weekly practices for a couple of 
years. At some point, we’re going to 
play, tour, and promote this. We’ll 
be doing all that again, but it’s really 
weird to have this tangible product, 
which we haven’t had before, but 
then not have every other aspect 
of being a band that we have had, 
but not at the same time. Another 
big thing: the announcements and 
release dates overlapped precisely 
with the George Floyd protests. We 
were not announcing things and we 
were not promoting ourselves or our 
output. It wasn’t the time for that.
SS: Yeah. I think the first 
announcement was within a few 
days of George Floyd’s murder. I 
remember reaching out to Willy and 
Patrick [Bailey of Strange Daisy] to 
see if there was any way to hit the 
pause button. It made me noxious 
to think about asking people to pay 

attention to us at that moment.
WG: I still feel weird about it to 
this day.

Because of current 
circumstances, you’re not getting 
the same kind of response you 
would usually get when you 
release an album. Does it feel like 
you’re releasing an album out 
into a void?
WG: We’ve gotten a few messages, 
which are nice. People have posted a 
few videos of their records playing. 
That was really nice, but having 
the record physically and not being 
able to hand it to people at a show 
is really weird. Also, sometimes 
people buy records at shows just 
because they saw the band play and 
not because they knew who the band 
was beforehand.
DI: I honestly don’t know what it 
feels like to release an album like 
this of an original band. The songs 
are Willy’s, but the arrangements 

were a very mutual process. Switch 
really did tons of stuff in terms 
of vocal harmonies. I play drums. 
I’ve never felt like I’m helping 
arrange stuff before. Our process of 
getting the songs together was so 
comfortably mutual and collective.
SS: Super collaborative.
DI: All of my previous recording 
experience has been playing in 
traditional jazz bands, like “Oh! 
We’re going on tour! We’re going to 
go play festivals for jazz fans so we’ll 
record something to sell to people.” 
It’s something that you’re happy with 
or proud of, but it’s not like “here’s a 
record release!” [On traditional jazz 
band albums,] these are one-hundred-
year-old songs that are going to make 
us more money on tour. I feel really 
humbled and proud of this whole 
experience, having something that 
feels like there’s a part of me in it and 
a part of people I love. But I still don’t 
know what it’s like to release that 
because of how things are now!

“This band 
makes me 
feel like I 
like work.”



Ronnie Tremblay clears an 8 step during Go Skate Day New 
Orleans, “Push4Peace” edition, organized by Humidity skate shop 
and Parisite Skate Park on June 21. (photo by Bryce Ell)
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is coming from a background 
of busking and playing on the 
streets. How do you feel that 
shaped your musical approach?
WG: I went to busking school in 
New York, so I learned how to be 
really loud. It really helped me 
develop—not that I have much of a 
voice—but what voice I do have. Also, 
when you’re out busking, you meet a 
lot of other buskers. I don’t know if it 
had to do with being young, but you 
soak up all this musical knowledge. 
It really is busking school in a sense 
because I learned a lot of chords and 
old songs through the folk process.
DI: I just wanted to be involved, 
which is why I started playing the 
washboard. I took lessons, played 
piano, and was in high school band, 
but I didn’t really have a sense of 
musical agency. I met Willy and 
others in this roots music scene. I 
was so into the music and so into 
what they were doing. I wanted 
to do something, but I feel like I 
showed up with the mindset of just 
being an accompanist, trying to 
have good rhythm and contribute in 
some small supporting way. [There 
was] over a decade of busking as my 
only or primary source of income, 
getting into different kinds of old 
jazz and roots and folk music. 
Busking was, overall, a way to not 
worry about fucking up in front of 
people because they can just keep 
moving. It’s scarier to play on a 
stage where people are there, and 
they’re there to see you, versus if 
you capture someone’s attention 
when they’re walking down the 
street. It’s a different thing. It took 
me a long time to let go of that self-
consciousness, learning to play on 
the street and learning to play in 
front of people.
SS: It’s a really interesting 
opportunity to learn what people 
both do and don’t respond to 
musically, and what is a hit, what 
makes you money. Plus, also that you 
can’t even rely on that and to not give 
a fuck. For me, I was really sick in 
my teens and then I had a life-saving 
surgery in my 20s. I recovered and 
then I met a punk boy who was like, 
“Come ride the freight trains with 
me! Oh my god! You have a violin 
in your closet and you don’t play it? 
Let’s go!” Suddenly, it was like, “Oh 
cool. This is what I’m doing with my 
time. This is how I’m making a living. 
Some people respond to these things, 
some people don’t.”
Willy Gantrim: I don’t know if it 
is superstitious, but I do feel like, 
looking back, the days that I made the 
most money busking were when I was 
just having the most fun. I feel that 
people are attracted to the energy.

You all come from a folk 
background, and I’ve seen people 
call this a folk or country band, 
but Little Death is really a 
rock’n’roll band. How do you feel 
about people trying to label this 
as a folk or country band?
WG: I want to pull my hair! [laughs] 

No, it’s not that bad. It is frustrating 
for me because I very specifically 
had the vision for it to not be that. It 
makes me feel like saying, “Did you 
even listen to the music?”
DI: A lot of people in that busking 
circuit came to blues and roots 
music from some punk. Because 
of the similar feelings expressed of 
disenfranchisement, or not feeling 
represented, or not liking the 
commodity of pop, they arrived at 
folk from there. For me, it feels like 
a bigger jump to get from playing 
1930s music to getting here [with 
Little Death]. But for someone who 
is thinking of way louder and less 
melodic bands, we still have a lot 
of old music and harmonies that 
inform what we do, even though it 
feels so much harder for me than the 
shit that we’ve played before.
WG: But I feel like the terms that 
I’ve seen describing us are—What 
was that one? I think they called us 
folk country twee pop or something 
like that.
SS: That was Bryan Funck. [laughs]

WG: I do feel like we are influenced 
by older music but, if anything, it 
would be ‘60s girl groups or doo-
wop... nothing country or folk.
SS: Yeah. I was in a band called the 
Bang Bangs a few years ago. It was 
all ‘50s and ‘60s R&B, mostly written 
by Southern artists. It was mostly 
covers. To me, this feels like the 
very next iteration of that kind of 
music, like have you ever heard Fats 
Domino? Why do you think we’re 
country? [laughs] I don’t think that 
we sound like Fats Domino, but 
there’s way more Chuck Berry than 
there is Hank Williams.

I talked to Alynda a couple 
days ago. She said it reminded 
her of the Pixies. She said that, 
coming from her, that’s a huge 
compliment.
SS: Hell yeah.
WG: I love the Pixies.

You recorded this album in Zach 
Quinn’s bedroom during the 
middle of the hot, sticky summer 

last year. What was that like?
DI: It was in his grandma’s spare 
room in the same house that his 
bedroom is in.
SS: Yeah. He’s a chainsmoker, 
bless his heart. I think Memaw still 
smokes a pack a day too. We had to 
keep turning off the window unit 
during takes.
WG: It was very dark. It was always 
very dark. [laughs]
SS: Totally. Just muted light coming 
through one window with a shabby 
curtain on it.
WG: It kind of felt like you were 
walking into a serial killer’s house. 
[laughs]
SS: Dizzy and I have spent a lot 
of time over there because we’ve 
known Zach for a while. I feel very 
fondly about the place.
WG: Can you edit out what I said? 
[laughs]
SS: I feel like he would find it funny. 
The thing that stands out the most in 
my mind is me trying to do a bunch 
of vocal harmonies that I had only 
heard in my head and never actually 
attempted in real life. I was gasping 
for air to hit these high harmonies in 
a room full of cigarette smoke with 
Zach. He’s great at what he does and 
he’s obviously a great vocalist too. It 
was super worth gasping for air in 
a smoky room to have his help and 
direction.
DI: As a friend, it’s really valuable 
to work with someone who you 
trust a lot but you can also tell no. 
He’s so excited, so enthusiastic, and 
made the whole process feel really 
fun and undaunting. I got there a 
day early to set up my drums. He 
was like, “Oh, we’re going to need to 
make a hole in the bass drum.” I had 
recorded drums a little bit before, 
but my drumhead doesn’t have a 
hole in it. He was like, “I’ve got this!” 
He went to the kitchen, got a can of 
SpaghettiOs, laid it down, and just 
stabbed around it with a boxcutter 
for the mic in the bass drum.
SS: Him and his dad are just crafty 
like that when it comes to getting the 
right sounds.
DI: It was a really lucky and 
productive combination of someone 
who we felt familiar and comfortable 
with. Also, [it was good] to be in an 
environment that felt cozy and not 
like a studio, being like “We can’t 
afford this! What are we doing?”
WG: Yeah. There was always a couch 
guy. It made it feel very laid back.

Speaking of familiarity, Willy, 
you’ve known Alynda for a long 
time. You two have shared bills 
for over a decade. How did you 
get to know her and what role do 
you feel she played in getting you 
to New Orleans?
WG: That’s kind of a long story. 
[laughs] I’ve known Alynda almost 
as long as I’ve known Dizzy. I think I 
really got to know her more in 2009 
when Dizzy and I were on this tour 
with our friends from New York. 
Alynda was on the tour with our 
mutual friend. We really didn’t get 

Gantrim at Cafe Istanbul (January 2020)

“The days that I made the most 
money busking were when I was 
just having the most fun.”
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along at that point. We were at each 
other’s throats on the tour.
DI: Also, it was four people in a 
Toyota pickup truck.
WG: When I say tour it was more 
like a little—
SS: Suicide mission?
WG: Yeah, basically. [laughs] Alynda 
and I really became friends when I 
felt desperate to get out of New York 
and she invited me to live with her in 
Nashville. We were miserably stuck 
in Nashville for a year together. 
It really felt like we escaped from 
there. We had plans to come to New 
Orleans, but a week early, we were 
just like, “What the fuck are we still 
doing in Nashville? Let’s get the fuck 
out of here!” We started driving as 
soon as we said that. We just took off  
and came here. I think that was 2017. 
I forgot what the question is but I 
love Alynda.

She said part of the decision 
to fl ee Nashville was the 2016 
election and, the way she put it, the 
“Trumpers.” What was that like?
SS: Didn’t you have a crazy racist 
neighbor?
WG: That was never confi rmed, 
but she did say some weird stuff  to 
Alynda. If I’m going to be completely 
honest... The Trump thing was 
defi nitely—how do I put this? There 
were just too many white people. I 
don’t know. [laughs] I don’t know if 
they were “Trumpers” or not, but I 
had been spoiled living in New York, 
which is so diverse racially and every 
other way. Nashville was not for me.

Has New Orleans been a better 
environment for you in that 
regard?
WG: For the most part. Not 
necessarily the music scene, but now 
it doesn’t really matter. I don’t see 
anybody! [laughs] I could be in space 
on Mars right now!
SS: We’ve talked about how, despite 
being genreless, the people we’re 
connected to... it is a predominantly 
white music scene. Willy and I have 
talked about that a lot, how we’re 
here and in this city, but it still feels 
very divided. We’re still mostly 
surrounded by a white community.
WG: Most cities in America are 
segregated. I think American culture 
is very segregated, so it’s weird 
being brown people and playing in a 
rock‘n’roll band. I don’t want to speak 
for everybody else. It’s not weird 
because I love rock ‘n’ roll music. I 
don’t know. I’ve never really felt like 
part of a scene for that reason.

One thing Alynda mentioned was 
how powerful it felt to see Willy 
as a Mexican-American having 
this band with brown women. 
How important is that element of 
this group for y’all?
DI: I feel like the band is a family... 
it makes me feel really comfortable 
to be able to be open with each 
other about whatever insecurities 
or uncertainties we’re facing. 
Obviously, there’s a lot of overlap in 

terms of being underrepresented in 
music scenes, either as brown people 
or as women. [For instance,] having 
a similar background of sometimes 
well-intentioned but belittling 
stupid things that people say to you 
outside of shows. It helps a lot to 
play with people who kind of know 
what that feels like.
SS: We arrived at this dynamic, but 
it’s something that we blissfully 
don’t have to think about inside of 
the dynamic, which is the appeal. 
It doesn’t feel intrinsically tied to 
the identity of the band. I think we 
have strong ties between us. That 
said, I’ve always felt that visibility 
is a trap but representation is still 
important. That was something that 
rocked my fucking world with Gland. 
We would go on tour and the way 

we’re playing, my biggest thing is 
just that I want to be in a really good 
band. If, just by looking at the way 
we look, we become some sort of 
representative then that’s fi ne. In 
the end, the really important thing is 
to make good music.
SS: And have fun, which we do!
WG:  “If your revolution doesn’t 
have dancing, I don’t want any part 
of it,” something like that. [laughs] I 
forget who said that.

I really hope that one of these 
days I actually get to see the band 
play. I fell into that classic New 
Orleans mentality where you tell 
yourself, “Oh, I’ll see them next 
week” because there’s always a 
next week—until there’s not.
SS: Yeah. I think there always is next 

the context of a pandemic (even 
though I think they’re happening 
in part because of the pandemic)… 
It’s just hard wanting to channel 
the thing that we do towards raising 
money. New Orleans is really good 
at partying for a cause. There has 
been so much inspiring community 
organizing and things happening 
with the internet as a platform. I’m 
really hopeful that will translate in 
terms of real life with a better ability 
to have benefi ts. I’m also looking 
forward to appreciating shows 
because we were all like “Oh yeah! 
Next week! I’ll go to the other show!” 
I feel like the fi rst show that I get to 
go to, whenever that is, I’m just going 
to cry.

It was a bit strange to do this over 
Zoom, but I also feel like it still 
worked out well. [laughs]
SS: I defi nitely have a leg up but I 
also feel like this is part of the ease 
of the dynamic that we have. I want 
to just mention that again because 
I’m fucking proud of us and I’m 
really proud of the friendships that 
we have. The closeness that I have 
to the people in this is really fucking 
getting me through some shit.
DI: I’m crying! [starts tearing up]
WG: Let it out!
SS: It feels like baby steps at the 
beginning of a career path and not 
just a job. I’ve gotten to the point 
in my life, where despite being a 
DIY musician who barely gets paid 
anything if ever, it can feel like a job, 
even if it is my activism and playing 
benefi ts. But this band makes me 
feel like I like work.

That’s important, especially 
when you’re DIY, because you 
don’t get paid enough to do things 
you don’t like.
DI: It better be fulfi lling.
WG: This is defi nitely the fi rst and 
only band I’ve ever been in where I 
feel like this is my dream band. I had 
seen other bands around me that 
were just made of friends that just 
happened organically. I always was 
a little jealous, because I felt like I 
was in bands of mercenaries. Little 
Death just happened.

that younger people would respond 
to us, particularly younger queers, 
non-binary folks, and just the freaks 
in general who were young, they 
wanted to see us. They saw us for 
who we were and it made them feel 
like they were allowed and they were 
invited and they were important. I 
can’t not bring that to the attention 
that I want for this band.
WG: Yeah. When I zoom out to the 
bigger picture, the representation 
thing is really important. It’s 
really important if people can 
see themselves doing things and 
other people doing things that 
generally society hasn’t deemed 
them allowed to do. But there’s a 
fi ne line between being represented 
and being tokenized. I think I was 
telling Switch before that when 

week. I get a lot of opportunities to 
perform and we all do in whatever 
band or capacity we’re playing in. 
Some people are like, “Ah! I really 
have to come see you guys play 
sometime!” I don’t care! [laughs] 
Our friendship isn’t contingent 
on whether or not you support my 
band. [laughs] This is a thing that 
I do. It would hurt my feelings if 
you told me you thought it was 
stupid, but I’m very happy to live in 
a city where, before the pandemic, 
a regular part of life was being 
a performing musician, doing it 
frequently, and having the option 
to go or not go while not feeling like 
you’re missing out.
DI: It’s hard right now. If a lot of 
the social things that are happening 
now were happening outside of 

Little Death’s debut self-titled album 
is out now on Strange Daisy Records. 
For more information, check out 
facebook.com/littledeathsounds or 
littledeathsounds.bandcamp.com.

Additional thanks to Alynda Segarra
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REVIEWS

JON BATISTE AND CORY WONG
MEDITATIONS
(SELF-RELEASE)

Beloved Louisianan Jon Batiste
and Cory Wong’s (Vulfpeck, 
The Fearless Flyers) recent 
collaboration, Meditations, is a 
dreamy EP fused with intention. 
Listening to the understated 
neo-jazz collection, you wouldn’t 
expect it from two funk-leaning 
artists, though it unfolds with ease. 
The six-track instrumental album 
was recorded in just three days, 
kindling a harmonious communion: 
Batiste gracefully gliding upon 
the keys, with Wong responding 
on meandering, bright guitar. The 
tonal temperature of Meditations
is gradual, contemplative, yet 
fl uid—just ambient enough. For two 
professional performers unifying 
work and pleasure, Meditations 
is a more relaxed release. The 
pair engage one another in sonic 
conversation—Wong on the upbeat 
contrasting Batiste’s moodier 
tones. Meditations is a restorative 
listen in both its improvisational 
candor, comforting smoothness, 
and rewarding melodies. It’s a 
spontaneously conceived album 
that happens to embody what we’re 
going through right now, resting in 
the lulls and revolting with the high 
tones. —Danielle Dietze

THE BETHS
JUMP ROPE GAZERS
(CARPARK)

The Beths’ sophomore album, 
Jump Rope Gazers, is a long-awaited 
release, trailing their debut album 
by almost two years. In contrast 
to Future Me Hates Me, released 
in 2018, Jump Rope Gazers boasts 
a much more mature sound. This 
sparkling collection of songs seems 
to be both energized and satisfi ed, 
which comes as no surprise after 
the band’s 18 months of touring. 
Like dust settling after an explosion, 
the Auckland-based group’s newest 
record is slightly less raucous than 

their fi rst, while still preserving the 
passion around which they built 
their name. Heavy guitar leads and 
four-part harmonies continue to 
be the band’s signature sound, but 
with gentle tracks like “Do You Want 
Me Now” and “You Are a Beam of 
Light,” the album also highlights 
the group’s range as songwriters 
and instrumentalists. Despite 
somewhat lacking melodic diversity, 
the thematic variety between tracks 
makes up for the slight monotony and 
creates an interesting path through 
which listeners are able to traverse 
the record. —Victoria Conway

DEHD
FLOWER OF DEVOTION
(FIRE TALK)

Chicago indie rock trio Dehd was 
initially formed by Emily Kempf 
(vocals and bass) and Eric Balla 
(vocals and guitar) as a means of 
exploring their new relationship. 
Their latest release, Flower of 
Devotion, was created out of the ashes 
of their romance. This is not the 
classic breakup album fi lled with lyrics 
of anger and revenge, though. Instead, 
the songs on Flower of Devotion
explore how relationships evolve, and 
how love and friendship are vital and 
can still remain once romance ends 
(“Haha”: “Well I’m still sitting here 
/ I’m never far and always here”). 
Kempf’s vocal range runs the gamut 
from soft whispers to James Brown-
infl uenced yelps, her voice at times 
completely distinct and at other times 

seemingly interchangeable with that 
of Balla. With drummer Eric McGrady 
acting as anchor, Dehd has crafted a 
deceptively simple indie rock sound, 
with infl uences in garage rock and 
harmony-driven ‘60s pop. Though 
there are many well-crafted songs on 
this album, the standout is “Loner,” 
for which Kempf directed an equal 
parts gorgeous and hilarious music 
video that centers on the exploration 
of human connection. —Mary Beth 
Campbell

MIKE DILLON
ROSEWOOD
(ROYAL POTATO FAMILY)

Rosewood captures percussionist 
extraordinaire Mike Dillon during 
a transitional moment in his life. 
For 14 years, Dillon has called New 
Orleans home, performing with 
many of the city’s top-tier musicians 
on almost every stage available. 
This record documents Dillon as 
he transitions to his new home in 
Kansas City. The result is an emotive 
instrumental release built on 
majestic, refi ned arrangements. This 
vibraphone-and-percussion-only 
release sharply contrasts the sound 
of Dillon’s typical genre-bending 
funk punk jazz chaos. Rosewood
largely expands upon lessons learned 
from 2016’s Functioning Broke, a 
similarly mallet-heavy instrumental 
album that largely focused on Elliott 
Smith covers. This time around, 
Dillon covers two Smith tunes, 
as well as the NIN / Johnny Cash 
classic “Hurt.” However, most of 
the album is dedicated to originals 
that feel simultaneously soothing 
and introspective. Opener “Tiki 
Bird Whistle,” a charming exotica 
number, stands out as one of the 
most powerful additions to Dillon’s 
never-ending songbook. At times,
Rosewood is a love letter to New 
Orleans. Local-centric titles like 
“St. Claude’s Drone,” ‘’Sober Mardi 
Gras,” and “Tony Allen at the Music 
Box” show that his love for the city 
continues to burn bright in both his 
heart and musical output. —William 
Archambeault

BOB DYLAN
ROUGH AND ROWDY WAYS
(COLUMBIA)

Rough and Rowdy Ways is Bob 
Dylan’s fi rst album of original songs 
since 2012’s Tempest and contains 

the epic, 17-minute song “Murder 
Most Foul” (a Hamlet quote) about 
the Kennedy assassination. In 
Dylan’s words, “None of those songs 
are intentionally written. They just 
fall down from space.” Shockingly, 
the song is his fi rst No. 1 hit on 
Billboard. Ever. Host of The Dylan 
Hours Lisa Finnie remarks, “[the 
record] recalls the singularity of 
Blonde On Blonde as it arrives with 
its own cohesive, melodic thrust; 
its fascinating blend of the wistful, 
playful, and prophetic lyric; and its 
interest in classic forms beyond the 
blues.” Stream-of-consciousness 
verses tap dance on top of blues 
harmonica and fi ngerpick the guitar 
scale that is the genre’s namesake. 
This collection of songs adds up to 
a singular, albeit dense, message. 
In an interview with Douglas 
Brinkley, Dylan calls his prose on 
the album “trance writing.” Try 
to keep up. Dylan’s relationship 
with New Orleans is special. As he 
muses in Chronicles: Volume One
“New Orleans, unlike a lot of those 
places you go back to and that don’t 
have the magic anymore, still has 
got it.” In that respect, Bob is not 
unlike the Crescent City. We revisit 
his catalog of songs and discover 
nuances and power that were there 
waiting to be discovered. He barely 
needs introduction and he wants no 
tribute. His work, including this new 
record, stands as testament alone. 
—Emily Elhaj

HELP SOCIETY
GETTIN’ LOW & LETTIN’ GO
(SELF-RELEASE)

Gettin’ Low & Lettin’ Go is the debut 
album from Help Society (the 
side project of Knifi ght’s Patrick 
Marshall). Over a decade in the 
making, Marshall notes in the 
project’s Bandcamp page that the 
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album “is about the process of grief… 
you learn in time to integrate it with 
your life and eventually find yourself 
again.” The album is separated into 
three “stages,” each introduced by 
a short instrumental number (if 
you are a fan of the Blade Runner 
soundtrack, then “STAGE 3” is for 
you). Synth lines drive most of the 
tracks, creating an ambience that 
is emotive but not heavy. Marshall 
leans into a funky vibe on “Again,” 
vocally giving off some Prince vibes 
as he laments about a tumultuous 
relationship (“You try to put me in 
my place”). “Wanting More” and 
“Wonder Why” are more guitar-
driven. On “Better,” delicate synth 
lines and heavier drum and bass 
contrast to convey the emotions that 
arise from a breakup. This variety 
leads to each song expressing and 
processing different stages of loss 
through a distinct lens. These are 
songs to revisit, whether your grief is 
still fresh or beginning to fade.
—Mary Beth Campbell

KHRUANGBIN
MORDECHAI
(DEAD OCEANS)

Texas trio Khruangbin (literally, 
“engine fly,” or airplane, in Thai) 
have a sound that transports you 
to another world—one that is both 
joyful and surreal. Influenced by Thai 
rock/funk, surf rock, psychedelia, 
and soul, the band’s sound is modern 
while also bringing to mind an 
obscure album you found when 
rifling through the crates at your 
local record store. Known for crafting 
primarily instrumental music, 
Khruangbin’s songs on Mordechai 
feature vocals in a more prominent 
role, allowing the band to dig deeper 
and explore themes such as memory, 
time, and the sense of longing we all 
experience. The band’s instrumental 
prowess is deftly utilized to further 
propel the album’s themes. The funky 
second track, “Time (You and I)”, is 
a musing on the passage of time and 
the desire to return to youth: “If we 
had more time / We could live forever 
/ Just you and I.” Other notable 
tracks are the memory-centric psych-
soul track “Dearest Alfred” and the 
playfully surreal Spanish-language 
“Pelota” (which has an equally 
delightful and surreal music video). 
Mordechai is, ultimately, a joyous 
album—a reminder of the beauty that 
still exists in our lives.
—Mary Beth Campbell

MACEO PARKER
SOUL FOOD: COOKING 
WITH MACEO
(THE FUNK GARAGE)

Soul Food features living legend 
Maceo Parker dishing up some mean 
funk with spicy local ingredients. 
The saxophonist burned down stages 
as a sideman during vital periods 
of James Brown and Parliament-
Funkadelic’s respective careers. 
Decades later, he has now teamed 
up with keyboardist Ivan Neville, 
bassist Tony Hall, drummer Nikki 
Glaspie, and a whole bunch of other 
local funk heavy-hitters for a hard 
groovin’ New Orleans record. Parker 
feels right at home, even dipping 
into the local songbook to cover a 
few 1970s classics. He carries a nasty 
version of The Meters’ “Just Kissed 
My Baby” with the confidence of a 
man who is still every bit as funky as 
he was over five decades ago. Parker 
also serves up strong versions of Dr. 
John’s “Right Place, Wrong Time” 
and Allen Toussaint’s “Yes We Can 
Can.” Soul Food doesn’t offer any 
fresh originals, but Parker and the 
band clearly bring their best. Their 
take on Aretha Franklin’s “Rock 
Steady” features a powerful vocal 
call-and-response between Parker 
and soul sensation Erica Falls. 
WWOZ mainstay (and occasional 
AG contributor) DJ Soul Sister 
even joins in on the fun for group 
background vocals for “Cross 
the Track” and “M A C E O.” It is 
doubtful that Parker will move here, 
but it is clear that he would be much 
welcomed if he considered a change 
of locale. —William Archambeault

MAX AND THE MARTIANS
STAY AT HOME DEMOS 
(SELF-RELEASE)

Coronavirus has placed a unique 
hurdle in the world of art and 
music. How should we metabolize 
the ever-growing pain and politics 
of our current climate? Perhaps 
the remedy right now is merely 
acknowledging it. In their latest 
release, Stay at Home Demos, Max of 
New Orleans’ Max and the Martians 
meets us in this uncertain place. 
“Cox just turned your internet off,” 
he humors in the opener “Venmo.” 
The 11-track album, recorded during 
quarantine, grapples with modern 
quandaries like tragically long lines 
at the grocery store, questioning if 
they’ll re-open the cruise port at the 
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End of the World, or just hoping our 
loved ones don’t die. Max’s ability 
to craft truth with humorous odes is 
healing yet confronting. The theme 
of death weaves throughout the 
songs, perfectly contrasting their 
lively, upbeat performances. Max’s 
pandemic partner, Mik, joins in on 
vocals in these healing, bright demos 
that mimic the absurdity of our 
current disposition. Plus, 100% of 
the profi t from album sales through 
Max and the Martians’ Bandcamp 
will be donated to Southern 
Solidarity. —Danielle Dietze

DOMINIC MINIX
SUN WILL SHOW AGAIN
(COMMUNITY)

Dominic Minix has had a career-
long obsession with confounding 
genre. He comes by it honestly. 
Just four years out of college, he’s 
already worked with some of the 
biggest names in contemporary 
New Orleans Black American Music, 
from Nicholas Payton to Christian 
Scott aTunde Adjuah (both of whom 
have rejected the “jazz” label as a 
colonialist imposition on an infi nitely 
diverse artform). At Loyola, Minix 
led a quartet that played somewhat 
traditional bop-infl uenced fusion. 
But after graduating, he started a 
project called Yung Vul, blending 
his background and training with 
an emphatically punk ethos. Their 
album, Cannonball Adderall, had 
some great tracks, but didn’t quite 
live up to its ambitious concept. 
In the past two years, after an ill-
fated move to L.A. and a frustrating 
year in retail at a Magazine Street 
boutique, Minix has gone solo and 
honed in on his own original sound. 
The Sun Will Show Again is easily 
his best work yet. Here, he’s toned 
down the virtuosic guitar playing 
that overwhelmed some of his earlier 
eff orts, in service to a more holistic 

sound. His infl uences glimmer 
from behind the music without ever 
making themselves too obvious. 
There’s 808s & Heartbreak-era Kanye 
(“No Alliances”) Supa Dupa Fly-era
Timbaland (“Ruckus”) and, on the 
breathtaking closer “Sleep Deep,” In 
Rainbows-era Radiohead. The four-
track EP’s collagic nature could easily 
have spread it too thin, but Minix 
blends all his disparate elements 
together into a whole that transcends 
its parts. —Raphael Helfand

QUARTER RATS
THE QUARANTINE TAPES
(SELF-RELEASE)

In June, crust punk duo Quarter 
Rats released their second EP in as 
many months, and it’s a signifi cant 
departure from their previous 
eff orts. May’s All Parades Must 
Pass sounded similar to last year’s 
Headlines, noise rock done with 
reckless abandon, all volume and 
intensity. The Quarantine Tapes
is more melodic and groovy, with 
dynamic structures and varied 
moods. “If That’s the Case” kicks 
off  with a savvy garage riff  over a 
surprisingly restrained drum beat. 
It’s downright danceable, more 
like the Yeah Yeah Yeahs than the 
ear bleed assaults the Rats put 
out as recently as spring. “Natural 
Law” has a dark and catchy refrain 
(“Mother nature’s got a problem”) 
enhanced by a ton of atmospheric 
reverb. There are still a few 
unhinged freak-outs, and the tracks 
were all cut on an analog four-
track, a staple of the group’s DIY 
ethos. The whole aff air is just more 
focused, with sober parts to contrast 
the chaotic breakdowns. Whereas 
many of us let ourselves go during 
quarantine, Quarter Rats cleaned up 
and got a shave. —Michael Kunz

SAY SWAY
LOVE
(SELF-RELEASE)

Say Sway is the latest iteration 
of the decade-long collaboration 
between Carly Meyers and Adam 
Gertner. With this name change 
comes an evolution in their sound. 
As ROAR!, Meyers and Gertner 
created joyful, shimmery pop; their 
fi rst collaboration, Yojimbo, was 
soulful New Orleans funk. As Say 
Sway, they produce atmospheric, 
chilled-out dream pop that 
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maintains elements of the duo’s 
previous incarnations: Meyers’ 
fiery trombone and Gertner’s deep 
drum grooves give their sound an 
edge and energy not usually heard 
in the dream pop realm. Meyers’ 
vocals vary from ethereal to punk, 
giving each song its own distinct 
aura. The incorporation of samples 
and pedals adds an additional sonic 
layer, resulting in a sound larger 
and lusher than that of many full 
bands. Given the duo’s experience, 
it is no surprise that their debut, 
Love, is a collection of songs with 
a self-realized sound and message. 
Standout tracks include “Static,” 
“Into the Night,” “Daydreaming” 
(I dare you to not groove to that 
trombone solo), and “Cinematic 
Love Song.” This is the perfect 
album to groove to with friends 
(responsibly!) as well as to brood 
alone with. —Mary Beth Campbell

SHITLOAD
THE COVID SESSIONS
(PARANOIZE)

For all the plans it frustrates, 
quarantine couldn’t be more 
conducive to antisocial recorded 
music. Bobby Bergeron, creator 
of Paranoize zine, has been 
making drum machine crust punk 
tunes since March and releasing 
them under the name Shitload. 
The Covid Sessions is the fourth 
Shitload album, compiling the 
second and third albums into one 
longer album. The tape release has 
some bonus tracks on it because 
Bergeron “accidentally bought 
the wrong length cassettes,” but 
he also only made 20 of them, 
and they’re already sold out, so 
most people will only have access 
to the digital release. This stuff 
doesn’t take itself too seriously. 
It’s made for people losing their 
minds during quarantine by 

someone losing his mind during 
quarantine. The bass sounds good 
and grimey, and the songs are fast 
and irreverent enough to win over 
grindcore fans. The song titles are 
topical and mostly funny, which 
is all the language you’ll get since 
the lyrics aren’t printed and the 
vocals are indecipherable—except 
for “I Need to Get the Fuck Out of 
Here” where you can clearly hear 
Bergeron screaming the title phrase 
throughout.  —Michael Kunz

SPECIAL INTEREST
THE PASSION OF
(THRILLING LIVING)

Special Interest have as valid a claim 
as any to being the most important 
punk band in New Orleans right 
now. Their eagerly awaited follow-
up to 2018’s Spiraling brings more 
of the industrial, no-wave mania 
that defined their debut, this 
time with less humor and a more 
sinister tone. That could have 
something to do with their new 
producer. While electro-sleaze 
wizard Quintron surely imbued 
Spiraling with his own quirky 
touch, The Passion Of enlists James 
Whitten, the ears behind some of 
the city’s heaviest punk and metal 
records. The band wastes no time 
flexing its new intensity, blasting 
off with a 40-second collage of 
stomps and feedback swells simply 
titled “Drama.” Other reasons for 
the tonal shift are suggested by 
the group’s more earnest political 
stance. Lyricist Alli Logout has 
never shied away from topics like 
race and sexuality; in 2018 they were 
“Young, Gifted, Black, In Leather.” 
In this year’s “Homogenized Milk,” 
Logout likens gentrification to 
genocide, a pointed shift away 
from glam celebrations of identity 
and into confrontational doom. 
The hyperactive “Don’t Kiss Me in 
Public” may be the lead single, but 
this album is packed with highlights. 
The dystopian “All Tomorrow’s 
Carry” and the Iggy Pop swagger 
of “Street Pulse Beat” are stronger 
examples of the group’s musical 
progression. —Michael Kunz

YOSHITAKA “Z2” TSUJI
FROM THE BEGINNING
(SELF-RELEASE)

Yoshitaka “Z2” Tsuji is a world-class 
pianist—quite literally. His 20-year 

career has taken him from Osaka, 
Japan’s bustling contemporary jazz 
scene to becoming a mainstay of 
Kermit Ruffins and the Barbeque 
Swingers in New Orleans. Tsuji’s 
second solo album, From the 
Beginning, finds him reflecting on 
this two-decade journey through 
songs that have impacted him along 
the way. This mostly instrumental 
release features him joined by 
Richard Moten on bass and the 
always sharp Shannon Powell on 
drums. The trio weave their way 
through the pianist’s takes on tunes 
by the likes of Professor Longhair 
and Oscar Peterson, as well as a few 
of Tsuji’s own compositions. Fiery 
original “Jazz Variety” showcases 
the fresh and organic interaction 
between instruments. Tsuji brings 
his journey full circle on his version 
of local classic “Paul Barbarin 
Second Line.” On it, he reunites 
with Osaka trumpeter Mitch, who 
played a key role in encouraging 
Tsuji to visit and eventually move 
to New Orleans in 2010. The track 
also features trombonist Haruka 
Kikuchi, a growing figure in the local 

trad jazz scene who happens to be 
married to Tsuji. Kermit Ruffins, 
usually Tsuji’s boss, joins the pianist 
on an especially tender rendition 
of Louis Armstrong’s “What A 
Wonderful World.” In it, Ruffins 
changes the line “I hear babies cry, I 
watch them grow” to reference Tsuji 
and Kikuchi’s young son Shouta.
—William Archambeault

VIDEO AGE
PLEASURE LINE
(WINSPEAR)

The lead single, “Pleasure LIne,” 
sparkles and pops while escorting 
you into Video Age’s third full-
length album and first for the 
Winspear label. The intro track 
describes the moment one becomes 
vulnerable in love and the songs 
that follow describe what comes 
after. This album is a faithful 
continuation of the style found on 
2018’s Pop Therapy, though less 
Eastern Bloc (i.e. songs like “Echo 
Chamber’’) and more smoothed out. 
Recorded at home by Ross Farbe, he 
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brings his experience at The Living 
Room Studios to create the band’s 
crisp sound. “Sweet Marie’’ feels a 
bit different. The instrumentation 
is less direct and you can hear the 
air in the room bringing us into a 
decade less inhabited by Morris 
Day and the Time synth flourishes 
and Larry Graham bass slaps. While 
driving the next course of ‘90s 
arcade game Cruis’n USA, you can 
almost hear “Aerostar,” an ode to 
the band’s van of the same vintage, 
come on the stereo. For those who 
feel vintage synthesizer music 
in their bones, swear by Donald 
Fagen, and have purchased the new 
TOPS record, they must get their 
white suit out of the dry cleaners 
and listen to Pleasure Line. With 
its Day-Glo disposition and playful 
nature, this record is a bright spot 
during anxious times. —Emily Elhaj

VARIOUS ARTISTS
G.T.R.R.C. II
(LEGLESS)

Do you miss grimey dive bars and 
the scummy rock‘n’roll bands 
native to those environments? 
Then G.T.R.R.C. II is for you! This 
compilation brings together an 
international assortment of lo-fi no-
names for a sweaty array of powerful 
covers. Bands from Australia and 
the U.S. take their shots at tunes 
ranging from Slayer’s “Raining 
Blood” to crate-digging obscurities 

like Nubs’ “Job.” Sick Thoughts, the 
solo moniker of New Orleans’ ever 
prolific Drew Owen, rips through an 
attitude-filled take on “Killer On the 
Loose,” an undergraduate gem from 
Thin Lizzy’s later output. Australia’s 
G.T.R.R.C. resurrects “Food Fight,” 
the Village People’s long-forgotten 
attempt at new wave. Their scroungy 
rendition of the ridiculous tune is an 
infectious, carefree moment of pure 
absurdity. Very few of the tracks 
on this compilation album sound 
very polished, but that’s part of the 
appeal. What these recordings lack 
in cosmetic beauty, they more than 
make up for in sheer passion and 
angst. —William Archambeault

REVIEWS
cont’d on pg. 36 
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Got a message to 
broadcast?
ANTIGRAVITY is 
currently offering 
hella cheap COVID-19 
era ad rates. Email 
advertising@
antigravitymagazine.com 
for more info!

FERNANDA MELCHOR
HURRICANE SEASON
(NEW DIRECTIONS)
 
A noir in an experimental style, 
Hurricane Season begins with 
the murder of The Witch, a 
marginal character living in a 
village on the eastern coast of 
Mexico. As the story unfolds, we 
hear testimonies from several 
characters close to The Witch, 
including the murderer, his 
accomplices, and a teenage girl 
The Witch had helped to induce 
an abortion. Their stories don’t 
contradict each other so much 
as they illuminate different 
aspects of the circumstances 
leading up to the killing. The 
world of the novel seems so 
insular, the characters so cruel, 
their actions so depraved, one 
doesn’t know whether to laugh in 
horror or look away. Everything—
especially sex—is commodified, 
and capitalism enforces brutal, 
patriarchal gender norms. 
Needless to say, the cops cannot 
be trusted any more than the 
narcos. Without flinching from 
the desperate circumstances that 
she is writing about, Melchor 
empathizes with her most broken 
characters and understands how 
pain produces cruelty. Written 
with an energy that makes it seem 
to have burst from the pen in a 
single sitting—though it couldn’t 
have, obviously—Hurricane 
Season earns the superlative 
tour-de-force. —Tom Andes

REVIEWS
cont’d from pg. 34 

PERCIVAL EVERETT
TELEPHONE
(GRAYWOLF PRESS)
 
Zach Wells is a “geologist-slash-
paleobiologist” teaching at a 
university in Southern California 
when his daughter begins having 
seizures and difficulty with her 
vision, both signs of an impending 
fatal neurological calamity. At 
the same time, Zach discovers a 
mysterious note in the pocket of 
a jacket he has just mail-ordered: 
Ayudame or help me. In denial, 
wrestling with his daughter’s 
mortality, Zach begins to investigate 
what he suspects is a sweatshop in 
rural New Mexico. Is he abandoning 
his family to play savior to a group 
of trafficked women, or are his 
intentions noble? This is one of 
the most approachable of Everett’s 
many excellent, often experimental 
novels: a page-turner, despite the 
fact that he breaks up the narrative 
with Zach’s field notes, chess moves 
from a game with Zach’s daughter, 
Latin phrases about philosophy 
of language, and other pieces of 
culture Zach absorbs. The murders 
of hundreds of women in Ciudad 
Juarez cast a long shadow over the 
book, but Zach’s ambiguity about 
campus racial politics makes this 
deeper, richer, and more morally 
complex than a mere savior story.  
—Tom Andes

Waterworld

As a youth, someone told you
to put your ear up to a shell
so you could hear a distant ocean. 
This is an early magic trick
for children.

If you’re young enough,
you may have received the transmission.
Were you one of the lucky ones?
Did water trickle out the dry snail bone,
give you swimmers ear,
gurgle the doom message:

The droplets have an agenda.
They want to swallow the land.
They want to take snowy peaks
and grind them into sediment,
they dream of a flounders ass
settling into what was once the Himalayas,
of shark shit all over the Andes.
I’ve seen the cities sinking.
I know where this road goes.
Maybe sorta recently you were five
and you listened closely to a dead conch
and it just kept repeating
“It’s all your fault” 

—Georgios Tsangaris
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The shadow side of the Six of 
Cups is a breach of trust that 
is made by the party holding 
the greatest power in the 
relationship. Children are not 
little adults, employees are not 
friends who get a bonus, and 
constituents are not business 
adversaries. In relationships 
wherein the ultimate power to 
choose resides with one party, 
navigation requires a mature 
rationality from the powerful 
party. Immaturity will lead 
adults to believe they are the 
victims of the children they 
harm or the employees they 
underpay or the voting bloc 
that elected them. However, 
arbitrary or punitive uses of 
authority will be called out. 
Personal and public grievances 
will be heard, because even 
in its darker moments the Six 
of Cups is still an exchange. 
Now is the time to state our 

commitments and prepare to 
work in conjunction with others 
to establish a boundary around 
the behavior that has shattered 
our trust.

The Three of Swords means 
sorrow and we will feel it. We 
will face a variety of forms of 

loss and disappointment, all 
of it impossible to deny. It will 
take both intention and effort 
to integrate our emotions 
and to make a useful truce 
with reality. This is an active 
process through which feelings 
and people change. We might 
grapple to make sense from 

what we have learned about 
those we knew or thought 
we knew. This motion will 
loosen our entanglements 
and some, perhaps many, of 
the narratives we have used to 
contextualize ourselves and 
understand others will undergo 
an unraveling.

The Six of Swords is the ideal 
medicine for this moment as it 
represents our process through 
changes beyond our control. 
Our feelings of loss and regret 
don’t have to make sense to 
exist, but we still must process 
the mental activity that comes 
with those feelings. What we 

leave behind might seem like a 
dream that got broken on the 
nature of the world but even 
more than this, the dream 
itself was full of bad takes and 
entitlement (yours or someone 
else’s). Taking responsibility for 
our own honest thoughts is a 
strong move that automatically 
offers tools for negotiating and 
renegotiating the roles we play 
in life. In the Six of Swords we 
travel in contemplation to care 
for ourselves. Being our own 
internal parents means we 
listen to our hardest feelings 
and soothe our confusions, 
with another part of the self 
gently guiding us to physical 
and emotional safety. It is 
extraordinarily important to 
keep going. May accountability 
and resilience be an alchemy for 
your resolve. —Michelle Embree; 
illustration by Karla Rosas

It is extraordinarily 
important to keep going.






