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working on different mu-
sic, I have to be in another 
room,” says Benjamin. 
“Otherwise my lyric will 
scan to whatever’s com-
ing out of the room next 
to me.”

 “Either one of us might 
propose a lyric,” says 
O’Keefe. “The tunes can come from either 
of us. The job of polishing the music usually 
falls to me. We don’t write the lyric first and 
then the music. We write the first verse of 
the lyric and maybe the first chorus of the 
lyric, then turn it into music...which changes 
the lyric. We go back and write the second 
verse and second chorus. I might say, ‘OK, 
You have eight syllables, then three...can 
we make it more like six and two, because 
I have a cool melody which you’re suggest-
ing.’ It literally bounces back and forth, very 
fast...music/lyric, music/lyric.”

Consider “What You Want” from Le-
gally Blonde. “I didn’t know the tune yet,” 
says Benjamin, “but I knew the scansion.” 
O’Keefe adds, “When I heard it, I said, 

‘Where’s the chorus?’ It needs a chorus! 
You have thousands of ideas bouncing off 
each other and now we need a moment 
that’s repetitive, memorable, and wit-
less—as a break from all the wit. ‘What 

you want, what you want, what you want is 
right in front of you!’ That’s what they’ll 
remember.” The finished number be-
came a show-stopping centerpiece 
while meeting O’Keefe’s top criterion: 
“Try to start a song with a bang or a 
surprise and then end with a bang or 
a surprise.”

Producers can expect many more 
calls from the team. “We have a backlog of 
10 to 20 ideas that we love,” O’Keefe says. 
“We’re trying to build a larger tent to con-
tain the things we want to talk and sing 
about.” 

Bears, Oars, Metaphors
John Casey explores woods and stories.

W
h�ile stuDying with Kurt 
Vonnegut at the Iowa 
Writers’ Workshop in the 
late 1960s, John Casey ’61, 

LL.B. ’65, enjoyed quite a range of experi-
ences. A neighboring farmer taught him to 
castrate pigs; the next day in class he was 
reading Proust. Such contrasts were hardly 
a shock to the budding author. As a boy, he’d 
stayed in the New Hampshire woods with 
his Uncle Charlie, who taught his nephews 
to fish, hunt, and cross-country ski. Young 
Casey also frequented Paris, home to his 
Uncle Drew, a highly cultured gay man and 
denizen of the Left Bank who, with two of 
his equally cosmopolitan friends, took the 
boy around the City of Light. ”Then it was 
back to the woods,” he says. Now, at 75, 
Casey proffers a concise bio: “One-third of 

my life is writing and reading, one-third is 
getting outdoors, and one-third is…just life.”

The “just life” part includes his three 
marriages and four daughters. The rest 
of Casey’s trifecta shines in a pair of new 
books. Room for Improvement: A Life in Sport 
describes the wild outdoor adventures 
he has pursued across more than 50 years 
as an “adrenaline junkie.” Beyond the First 
Draft: The Art of Fiction is crammed with 
stories and ruminations on creative writ-
ing, a subject Casey (johndcasey.com) has 
taught at the University of Virginia since 
1972. He knows the craft intimately, hav-
ing published five novels, including Spar-
tina, a summer saga of a coastal Rhode Is-
land “swamp Yankee” and his adventures 
spearing swordfish, building a boat, and 
dealing with love, which won the 1989 Na-

tional Book Award; one novella; and a raft 
of nonfiction that culminates in this year’s 
two-book salvo.

Their author is an unusual athlete. 
Though it involves some bona fide sports, 
Room for Improvement narrates an astonish-
ing collection of what might be called ad-
ventures. At age 30, for example, he and his 
wife lived four years on an island in Nar-
ragansett Bay in a house without electric-
ity, furnace, or telephone. One night there, 
Casey, rowing a skiff, guided a lost, and 
probably drunk, stranger’s yacht through 
two miles of rocky water to a marina. 
On his fiftieth birthday, he celebrated by 
walking 50 kilometers through the Blue 
Ridge Mountains from midnight to eight 
a.m. in January. Casey acknowledges the 
appeal of several popular incentives for 
athletic exploits: health, vanity, mastery, 
playfulness, and the siren song of endor-
phins. In addition, “I wouldn’t write if I 
didn’t read a lot,” he notes in Room’s pref-
ace. “I also wouldn’t write if I didn’t get 

(Right) Two scenes from 
Benjamin and O’Keefe’s 
improbable musical Life of 
the Party, set in the Stalin  ist 
USSR of 1953. (Far right) 
The creative couple
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out into the physical world in my own 
body, sometimes as a ‘sojourner in nature,’ 
as Thoreau puts it, but sometimes pushing 
hard enough to feel and see the earth’s sur-
face differently.”

In the dead of winter, the 38-year-old 
endured an 11-day Outward Bound course 
in Maine. Casey opens this particular nar-
rative by advising the reader, when out 
skiing, snowshoeing, or walking in snow, 
to “look at the nearest snowdrift and 
consider how you would do if you had 

to spend the night 
in it.” After noting 
the obvious misgiv-
ings anyone would 
have—like freezing 
to death, or just feel-
ing plumb miser-
able—he adds that 
in his own case, he 
didn’t think of ask-
ing himself, “Will it 
be, in its peculiar way, 
fun?” Sure enough, 
for him, it was.

Room for Improve-
ment’s  bracing ex-
ploits suggest that 
the author does 

things just to see what happens: to encoun-
ter some unpredictable circumstance and 
find out what it offers. His quest might 
be simply to learn. Take the 70-kilometer 
trek Casey invented to mark his seventieth 
birthday: it embraced rowing, bicycling, 
skating, dog walking, and rollerblading, an 
athletic menu probably never attempted 
by another human. He savors rewards like 
“Redemption,” he writes. “There’s redemp-
tion of a bad day at the writing desk. Okay, 
that was five hours of nothing—let’s blow 

it off by running five miles.”
There have been more good days than 

bad at Casey’s desk during a prolific liter-
ary career. He started with a bang while at 
Iowa when the venerable William Max-
well bought three of his stories for The New 
Yorker. Beyond the First Draft narrates illustra-
tive anecdotes and shares lessons gleaned 
from decades as a student and teacher of 
writing. He opens with the age-old ques-
tion, “Can you teach someone to write?” 
and answers with two versions of “No,” 
both qualified: “No, but if someone is tal-
ented to begin with, I can save her a lot of 
time,” and “No, I can’t teach someone to 
write, but I can sometimes teach someone 
to rewrite.” Hence the title.

Casey compares fiction to acting, some-
thing he did plenty of in college, where 
he concentrated in Russian history and 
literature. In both, “There’s the same link 
between being cooped up in yourself and 
being let loose on a stage as somebody 
else,” he explains. Nor are you cooped up 
in yourself all that much when cross-coun-
try skiing at daybreak in Sweden, mollify-
ing a huge black bear while trout fishing in 
Pennsylvania, or goaltending for a Swiss 
school ice-hockey team—as no one but 
John Casey can tell you. vcraig lambert 

Cinema with Gravitas
Bill Haney’s films train a lens on injustice.

I
t was not much of a house at all: just a 
simple shack, with a dirt floor and ram-
shackle walls. But its owner, a Haitian 
sugarcane worker in the Dominican Re-

public, graciously let in the strangers who’d 
knocked at his door, offering them respite 
from the broiling summer sun.

Little did he know what would ensue. 
The visitors were documentary filmmak-

ers who were interview-
ing workers lured into a 
form of indentured servi-
tude on sugar plantations. 
The Haitian told them his 
story, and the next day, 
with the camera crew gone, the planta-
tion owner ordered his shack demolished. 
“He had the poorest possible house—it 
was just tiny pieces of corrugated metal,” 
says the film’s director, Bill Haney ’84. “You 
had the feeling that tension was in the air, 
and I feared for what would happen to the 
people around me.”

Such is the weight of Haney’s gripping 
2007 documentary  The Price of Sugar. Nar-
rated by Paul Newman, the film—which 
Haney wrote, produced, and directed—
was short-listed for the Academy Award 
for Best Documentary. It is now available 

through Netflix and on DVD. The movie 
follows a gutsy British-Spanish priest, 
Father Christopher Hartley, who was try-
ing to open a hospital for the poor in the 
Dominican Republic when he met Haney, 
who was there to deliver medical supplies 
to local hospitals on behalf of a charity 
he’d established, World Connect. Riding 
through workers’ shantytowns that were 
patrolled by guards on horseback, armed 

John Casey

Scenes from The Price of Sugar: armed 
guards on horseback often patrol workers’ 
shantytowns; (at left) Father Christopher 
Hartley with a Haitian plantation worker
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