
*
1
C
B
1
*

RESTLESS Gen X women have a lot on
their minds

CONFIRMED How Brett Kavanaugh rose
to the Supreme Court

GROUP TEXT Introducing a new column
for book-club-worthy reads

AS THE UNITED STATES awakens from one of its
foundational myths — that we are a democracy
without castes — the official record of our times
is being written largely by people born to socio-
economic advantage. This irony, in which those
on the fortunate end of historic wealth inequality
attempt to chronicle a populist movement
produced by that inequality, often results in du-
bious journalism.

Even well-intentioned urban, coastal, college-
educated scribes commit obliviously conde-
scending word choices (“flyover country”), il-
logical assumptions (everyone in red states
voted for Trump) and variations on poverty
porn, in which subjects are conveyed as helpless
and joyless (“observe this sorry case in Ap-
palachia”). To those who know something about,
say, rural poverty firsthand, earnest nonfiction
narratives understandably may read as voy-
euristic studies predicated on the dangerous

idea that we are a nation of two essentially dif-
ferent kinds of people.

In fact, we are a nation of essentially similar
people shaped by vastly different circumstances
of place, wealth, education and culture. Those
best able to document our socioeconomic divide
with humility and accuracy typically have occu-
pied more than one class, remain connected to
the one they left and attribute any upward mo-
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THE PASSION ECONOMY: THE NEW RULES FOR THRIVING IN

THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, by Adam Davidson,
read by the author. (Random House Audio.)
The creator of NPR’s “Planet Money” podcast
argues that hope is not lost for the middle
class, but the paths to success have changed.

BLACK GIRL UNLIMITED, by Echo Brown, read by the
author. (Macmillan Audio.) The writer and
star of the one-woman show “Black Virgins
Are Not for Hipsters” has written a novel for
young readers, mining her experiences of rac-
ism, poverty, sexual abuse and depression to
create an inspiring tale of a young wizard.

STINKER LETS LOOSE! by Mike Sacks and James
Taylor Johnston, read by Jon Hamm and a full
cast. (Audible Studios.) Originally a 1977 cult
classic film, then novelized by Johnston in
2017, this outrageous Southern adventure
now comes to life in audio format with the tal-
ents of a full creative team.

THE IMPOSSIBLE FIRST, by Colin O’Brady, read by
the author. (Simon & Schuster Audio.) Ten
years after an accident left him doubtful he
would walk again, O’Brady became the first
person to traverse the entire continent of Ant-
arctica (almost a thousand miles long) solo.

START BY BELIEVING, by John Barr and Dan Mur-
phy, read by the authors and Chloe Cannon.
(Hachette Audio.) This account of Dr. Larry
Nassar’s sexual abuse of top-level gymnasts
reveals how institutions enabled his crimes.

Rampant inequality, anti-immigration politics,
tariffs — hell, impeachment, even! To read
Richard White’s THE REPUBLIC FOR WHICH IT STANDS:

THE UNITED STATES DURING RECONSTRUCTION AND THE

GILDED AGE, 1865-1896 is to come across an unnerv-
ing doppelgänger. It chronicles the particular
national sins of the late 19th century — the ra-
pacious violence toward the Native Americans, the tragic aban-
donment of Reconstruction — but even topics one might expect to
find remote have the ring of recognition. The railroad tycoons
seem right out of Silicon Valley, and the deep cynicism of the era
would take effortless root on Twitter. It would be nice to report a
reassuring lesson in all this, but for many thousands in the Gilded
Age, like the steelworkers whose strike was crushed just across
the river from where I live in Pittsburgh, the endings were any-
thing but happy. Reading history for comfort is a mug’s game,
though it does help to know that one’s contemporary anxieties are
not all that special.

— CAMPBELL ROBERTSON, NATIONAL CORRESPONDENT

New & Noteworthy / Audio

WHAT WE’RE READING
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A Certain Cinematographer

TO THE EDITOR:

In her review of “The Selected
Letters of Ralph Ellison” (Dec.
29), Saidiya Hartman recounts
an affair Ellison had with the
writer Sanora Babb, who “lived
in Hollywood with a Chinese
cinematographer.” Yet she never
mentions the artist by name.
This was, of course, the legend-
ary James Wong Howe (known
for his work on films like “Hud,”
“Seconds” and “Sweet Smell of
Success,” to name just a few).
Somewhere I picture Ellison, so
frustrated by dismissive labels
throughout his life, both rankled
by and relishing this “invisible
man” irony.

JOHN MONAGHAN 
PLEASANT RIDGE, MICH. 

By the Book

TO THE EDITOR:

In his By the Book (Dec. 22),
Mark Morris laments the extent
to which he has forgotten the
substance of many of the books
he has read, contending that he
would “fail every attempt to give
a book report on just about any
one of them.” But I suspect this is
true of many omnivorous read-
ers, except perhaps the tiny
minority with freakish total
recall, a trait that might prove
oppressive to live with anyway.
Morris cites a long and varied
list of authors whose output he
has read “most, if not all, of,” and
tells us he loved almost all of

these works. That he has been
capable of deriving such sus-
tained enjoyment from his read-
ing is a vigorous illustration of
the power of books to enrich life.

A frequent traveler who has
been to a hundred countries will
surely have more trouble re-
membering every detail of every
trip than somebody who has only
been out of America once or
twice, but that hardly means the
former has wasted his or her
time. In any event, one of the
lovely things about being a
grown-up is that one is emanci-
pated from the yoke of required
reading. One can pick up any
book that appeals and read it,
without any obligation to finish it
if the appeal trickles away, and
without any obligation to write a
(shudder) “book report.”

DAVID ENGLISH
ACTON, MASS.

�

TO THE EDITOR:

I read the By the Book column
through a particular prism: Does
the person being interviewed
read women writers? How many
women writers does he or she
choose for the fictitious dinner
party? It’s intriguing in the
#MeToo era how many people
still don’t regularly read work by
women. So I noticed that the
very first author Mark Morris
mentioned was the poet Anne
Carson. He also listed Iris Mur-
doch and Lydia Davis among the
authors he’s enjoyed.

As for that dinner party, two of
the three he chose are women:
Joan Didion and Octavia Butler.
As women authors still lag be-
hind their male counterparts in
recognition, I rejoice when fellow
readers seek out their books.

JEANNE BONNER 
WEST HARTFORD, CONN.

The First Snowman

TO THE EDITOR:

Your “Sketchbook” (Dec. 15) did
not give Bob Eckstein room to
explain, as he does so well in his
book “The Illustrated History of
the Snowman,” that the earliest
known visual depiction of a
snowman (in an illuminated
manuscript dating to 1380) is
actually an anti-Semitic carica-
ture.

While this is a depressing
reminder of the prevalence of
anti-Semitism, it also gives me
an odd feeling of pride. The first
snowman was Jewish!

LIZZIE EHRENHALT 
ST. PAUL, MINN.

CORRECTION

The New & Noteworthy column
on Dec. 29 misstated the avail-
able format and price for “Race
Man,” by Julian Bond. The book
is available in paperback, not
hardcover. And it is listed for
$22.95, not $24.95.

BOOKS@NYTIMES.COM

Letters

Crime stories have always been
greatly undervalued by the
literary establishment. And yet
most of the finest works of
fiction have been concerned
with murder. Suspense, often
thought of as the specialty of
the thriller, is the essential tool
of all storytellers. It could be
said that the novelist’s business
is much like that of the detec-
tive, searching eagerly for
clues to provide some explana-

tion of the chaotic and mysteri-
ous world we inhabit.

For these reasons serious
critical appraisal of detective
writers is to be welcomed,
although Dame Agatha
Christie, were she still alive in
this centennial year of her
birth, writing her annual novel,
gardening and collecting reci-
pes, might have been some-
what startled by the biographi-
cal study of her life and work

undertaken by Gillian Gill, a
British scholar who teaches at
Harvard and is a specialist in
modern fiction and feminist
theory.

Ms. Gill argues not only that
Christie’s novels are first-class
detective stories, but that they
strike some sort of blow for
feminism in that they contain
women characters who are as
independent and ambitious as
Christie herself.

From Our Archives

In this week’s issue, Claire Jarvis reviews a biography of Virginia
Woolf by Gillian Gill. In 1990, John Mortimer wrote for the Book
Review about “Agatha Christie: The Woman and Her Mysteries,”
Gill’s biography of Christie.

The joys.
The tribulations.

The twists.

Read, watch and listen to the stories.
nytimes.com/modernlove

Modern Love
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What books are on your nightstand?

Current pile:
“The Nickel Boys,” by Colson White-

head. Awaiting the quieter modality I try
to reserve for emotionally powerful nov-
els, which this has every indication of
being.

“Austral,” by Paul McAuley. An actual
scientist writing strong, emotionally
naturalistic science fiction is still a rare
thing.

“Cox’s Fragmenta” (two volumes),
edited by Simon Murphy. The “Frag-
menta” themselves, in the British Li-
brary, are 94 folio volumes, well over 200
pages each, of “disparate clippings” from
the newspapers of Birmingham and
London, “ordered in a chaotic chronol-
ogy” from the late 1750s through 1833.
Francis Cox (1752-1834) was at various
times a linen draper and a brush maker.
Simon Murphy has boiled this down to a
pair of slender, hymnal-like volumes
whose effect is indescribably peculiar,
like the radically atemporal reception of
. . . a newsfeed? If you can genuinely

enjoy this, we’d probably get along rea-
sonably well.

“Love Me Back,” by Merritt Tierce.
Inspires me to work harder on female
characters.

“The White Angel,” by John MacLach-
lan Gray. Wonderfully evocative mystery
set in Vancouver, 1924. Smog, police
corruption, and of course the Ku Klux
Klan. I’d so love the CBC to do a limited
series of this. The setting, historically
accurate, would be as wildly unfamiliar
as it is weirdly topical.

You’ve talked about how often science
fiction writers get the future wrong. Are
there any you think get it particularly
right, or at least close?

“Random Acts of Senseless Violence,” by
Jack Womack. Published in 1994, it’s
come to mirror our present dystopia in
some extraordinary way, I assume by
working from fundamentally dysfunc-
tional aspects of our basic primate hard-
wiring. Written, as it were, not so much
with Orwell in mind as Hannah Arendt.

“The Alteration,” by Kingsley Amis.
Alternate history, in my opinion, is a
more demanding game than imagining
the future (if only because conventional
historical fiction, like history, is itself
highly speculative). Amis rolls the dice
hard here, positing the result of the pope
having successfully made Martin Luther
an offer that prevents the Reformation. A
masterpiece of its kind.

What do you read when you’re working
on a book? And what do you avoid?

When I’m writing fiction, reading fiction
rules itself out. Anything that isn’t won-
derful seems less interesting than what-
ever I’m writing, and anything that’s
wonderful makes whatever I’m writing
seem hopelessly shabby by comparison,
triggering impostor syndrome. (After a
certain point in one’s career, the worry
that they’ll finally notice your true ab-
sence of talent morphs into worrying that
they’ll finally notice that you’ve Lost It.)
It increasingly feels to me, as I get older,
that reading and writing occupy the same
limited territory in my mind, and I deeply
envy those for whom this evidently isn’t a
problem.

None of the above seems, mercifully, to
apply to nonfiction.

Which books got you hooked on specula-
tive fiction? Are there any science fiction
books you would elevate to the canon?

The annual short fiction anthologies of
the late Judith Merril were a remarkable
introduction to a superbly cosmopolitan
view of speculative fiction. She was as
likely to introduce the reader to Borges
or Cortazar as to Theodore Sturgeon, and
she did so with an effortlessly urbane
confidence. And she was doing that on
virtually every rotating wire paperback
rack in the country!

How do you organize your books?

On my best behavior: by author, in ap-
proximate order of publication. More
normally: chaos.

You’re organizing a literary dinner party.
Which three writers, dead or alive, do
you invite?

Given the peculiar shapes my imagina-
tion’s been trained into by my work, I’m
immediately lost in wondering whether
the dead ones know they are, and how
they feel about that. And would they
somehow be able to eat? To get drunk?
Will digital personality constructs of dead
authors ever be a viable product? (All too
probably.) And then I start imagining the
least agreeable possible combinations of
personalities, but that could take me
weeks to satisfactorily work out. 0

William Gibson
The author of ‘Agency’ and other science fiction novels admires writers
who can envision the past: ‘Alternate history, in my opinion, is a more
demanding game than imagining the future.’

An expanded version of this interview is
available at nytimes.com/books.

By the Book

ILLUSTRATION BY JILLIAN TAMAKI
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IF I PICKED UP the phone and called my sister right now, I
could unlock a flood of memories for both of us simply by
saying the word “doughnut.” In our shared patois, these
syllables contain multitudes, stories within stories — none
remotely interesting or worthy of elaboration, but all
pointing to the fact that we’ve invented our own language.
As sisters do.

Liz Moore — who has written three other memorable
novels, “The Words of Every Song,” “Heft” and “The Un-
seen World,” and should be a household name — dives into
this kind of sisterly symbiosis in her twisty literary thriller,
“Long Bright River.” Mickey Fitzpatrick, the narrator, is
the older, responsible one, a single mother and Philadel-
phia cop. Kacey is the wild child, an addict in a family tree
pruned down to shrubbery by overdose. (The book opens
with a list of 54 names, including parents, aunts, uncles
and cousins; you understand without being told that they
have drugs in common.)

Growing up in the midst of chaos, the Fitzpatrick sisters
were close. As Mickey puts it, “We knew each other so well,
we could predict the next thing the other would say before she
said it.” But by the time we meet them, those days are over.

Kacey has been missing for months when Mickey an-
swers a call at work about a body on the train tracks. When
the dispatcher says, “Female, age unclear, probably over-
dose,” you can imagine where her mind goes.

The woman is not Kacey. But other dead women begin to
turn up in Mickey’s precinct: a 17-year-old, an 18-year-old,
a 25-year-old, each strangled and abandoned in a public
place. The detectives hunt for a serial killer while Mickey
intensifies the search for her sister. Her desperation is pal-
pable, as is the needle-in-a-haystack frustration of locating
someone who doesn’t want to be found.

If searching is the current beneath “Long Bright River,”
the Fitzpatrick family story is the horizon to keep your eye
on. Mickey struggles to build a stable childhood for her
son, but her efforts are thwarted by her demanding job, a
flaky babysitter and a grinchy mom who body-blocks a
Happy Meal at a hastily thrown-together birthday party.
(Weeks after reading this scene, it still makes my blood
boil.) Through flashbacks, we learn how Mickey arrived at
such a lonely place — and we start to root for her reconnec-
tion with more problematic members of her past, including
the Fitzpatricks’ grandmother, Gee. (Picture Marilla Cuth-
bert crossed with Miss Hannigan and a tiny bit of “Matil-
da”’s The Trunchbull thrown in just to make everyone mis-
erable.)

Without giving too much away, it seems appropriate
that Moore’s novel comes to a head in the choir loft of a
crumbling cathedral. Because even in the midst of their
crime-ridden, drug-addled neighborhood, Moore’s people
have a steely kind of faith. Not necessarily the kind that
brings you to your knees — although there’s some of that
too —but the belief that makes you stand a little taller and
hold out for something better, against all odds. Moore
gives you a lot to chew on here: workplace ethics, geo-
graphic inertia, family loyalty. Her careful balance of the
hard-bitten with the heartfelt is what elevates “Long
Bright River” from entertaining page-turner to a book that
makes you want to call someone you love. 0

Group Text / Liz Moore’s ‘Long Bright River’ / By Elisabeth Egan

Looking for a book worthy of discussion? Start here.

When their neighborhood is
battered by opioids, two

sisters choose very different
paths through the wreck-

age. One is a cop; the other
is an addict. And one of the

two is missing.

Dysfunctional family, police
involvement, bird’s-eye view
of an unfamiliar city, erosion

of lines between work and
personal lives: These are a
few of my favorite things.

ELISABETH EGAN is an editor at the Book Review and the author of “A Window Opens.”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Why do you think Mickey never told her son she loved him?

+

In the every man (or woman) for herself world of Mickey and Kacey’s
childhood, how do their different choices make sense?

+

When did you start to suspect the culprit? What were your clues?

+

How does the author make the Kensington neighborhood come alive?

SUGGESTED READING

DOPESICK: Dealers, Doctors, and the Drug Company That Addicted America, by Beth

Macy. Want to understand the roots of the opioid epidemic? Macy takes you
there with her thorough, unflinching and empathic reporting.

COST, by Roxana Robinson. A family grapples with heroin addiction in this
heartbreaking but enlightening novel. If you think addiction couldn’t hap-
pen to your nearest and dearest, Robinson gently prods you to think again.

ASK AGAIN, YES, by Mary Beth Keane. On the surface, Keane’s novel is about the
friendship of two families who live next door to each other in a small town.
Peel back a layer and you find what links them: Both fathers started out as
New York City cops. Their bond turns out to be stronger than you think.

To join the conversation about “Long Bright River,” go to our
Facebook page, @nytbooks, or our Instagram, @NYTBooks.



8 S U N DAY , JA N UA RY 1 2 , 2 0 2 0

IT TOOK THREE nights for me to realize that
“Why We Can’t Sleep: Women’s New
Midlife Crisis” was not ideal bedtime read-
ing. I try to avoid explicitly labeling those
hours when I lie awake — maybe they’re
insomnia but maybe they’re just, you
know, nocturnal musing — and the breadth
of data in Ada Calhoun’s book made such
avoidance challenging. If I or my fellow
Generation X women are lying in bed with

our minds racing, Calhoun argues, it’s with
good reason.

Compared with earlier generations,
those of us born between 1965 and 1980 earn
less, are in greater debt, are more likely to
have children with intellectual disabilities
or developmental delays and are expected
to be constantly available to both our kids
and our jobs. If we’re single, heterosexual
and well educated, we face a “man deficit”;
if we’re married, we’re more frustrated by
our spouses. As if all that’s not enough,
there’s social media to really make us feel
physically and existentially inadequate.

Our generation’s bad luck is, apparently,
not new. The ’70s and ’80s “was a rough
time to be a kid,” Calhoun writes. The econ-
omy was sinking, crime was spiking, nu-
clear war was plausible, divorce rates
were soaring and helicopter parenting was
anomalous. Many of us knew about AIDS
long before we had sex, and we watched
the Challenger explode on live TV. Raised
on the promise of Title IX and that Enjoli
perfume ad where the woman sings about
how she can bring home the bacon and fry
it up in a pan, we’re disappointed in our-
selves for not taking advantage of suppos-
edly limitless opportunities.

“Why We Can’t Sleep” grew out of an ar-
ticle for O Magazine that went viral, so per-
haps it’s facile to say that it reads like a
book that grew out of an article. Calhoun
alternates among citing statistics and
studies; interviewing experts and an as-
sortment of Gen X women, including her
friends; and relaying her own experiences.
The results of this format are mixed. Some
statistics feel cherry-picked or just hard to
prove — are Gen X women really more dis-
satisfied with their marriages than
boomers? — and at times, as in the chapter
on perimenopause, being Gen X, being fe-
male and being middle-aged seem to get
conflated. By contrast, the economic and
labor statistics are both convincing and so-
bering.

And Calhoun’s essential premise is
highly persuasive. I know a lot of women
with seemingly enviable professional and
personal lives who aren’t happy and se-
cretly worry they’re doing everything
wrong. Is this, I’ve wondered, simply the
human condition? Is it being in our 40s? Is
our malaise Trump-induced?

IF AT SOME POINT the book began exacer-
bating my own sleeplessness as much as
explaining it, there are pleasures to be had
in the familiar pop cultural references
(“The Facts of Life,” Riot Grrrls) and the
darkly amusing anecdotes: Calhoun’s
friend’s phone pinged to let her know that
Amazon had shipped her order for the
book “More Than Two: A Practical Guide
to Ethical Polyamory.” But the friend had-
n’t ordered it — her husband had. Another
friend with work and marriage troubles
“rented herself a private karaoke room
that had a three-person minimum. She lied
to the staff, saying friends were coming to
join her, then spent two hours alone sing-
ing as loud as she could. She ordered
enough food for several people. . . . She felt
the freedom to scream at the top of her
lungs for two hours was worth the cost of
24 mozzarella sticks.”

Ultimately, however, so many women
appear that they blur together. And mat-
ters aren’t helped by Calhoun’s curious dis-
claimer: “Except where relevant, I do not
call attention in the book to these women’s
race, sexuality or other demographic
markers, though they do mirror the make-
up of the country.” Except where relevant?
When it comes to such personal stories,
aren’t these demographic markers always
relevant?

I wished Calhoun had included fewer

women’s stories but gone into those stories
in greater detail. The life she portrays in
the most depth is her own, and her descrip-
tions of money struggles and health chal-
lenges are candid and engaging. She’s a
funny, smart, compassionate narrator, and
I’m not surprised that she has a lot of
friends. I also admired her insistence on
taking women’s concerns seriously, which
starts with the book’s dedication — “For
the middle-aged women of America. You’re
not imagining it, and it’s not just you” —
and encompasses her deliberate use of the
term midlife crisis. (“I like it,” she explains,
“because it makes what’s happening
sound like the big deal I believe it to be.”) If
Calhoun is willing to concede that “the
complaints of well-educated, middle- and
upper-middle-class women are easy to dis-
parage — as a temporary setback, a fixable
hormonal imbalance, or #FirstWorldProb-
lems,” then the very existence of “Why We
Can’t Sleep” is an effective rebuttal.

“Writing this book cured my midlife cri-
sis,” Calhoun reveals, hearteningly, near
the end. The recommendations she makes
based on her research and personal expe-
rience: Get off your phone and away from
social media. Look out for your health, but
don’t be too hard on yourself, and remem-
ber that sometimes feeling miserable is
normal. Join or form a club with other
women.

I happened to finish reading “Why We
Can’t Sleep” a few days before I was sched-
uled to have dinner with four other women,
all writers close to my age. Because we’d
previously discussed meeting regularly to
talk shop, I opened the book before I left
home and reread Calhoun’s tips for form-
ing quasi-professional groups. Then I went
out into the world to see my friends. 0

The Gen X Factor
From the outside, their lives are enviable. On the inside, it’s another story.

By CURTIS SITTENFELD

WHY WE CAN’T SLEEP
Women’s New Midlife Crisis
By Ada Calhoun

267 pp. Grove Press. $26.

MELINDA BECK

CURTIS SITTENFELD’S most recent book is the
story collection “You Think It, I’ll Say It.”
Her novel “Rodham” will be published
this summer.
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BRETT KAVANAUGH HAD a confirmation
hearing like none other, because of the ex-
traordinary testimony of one woman.
Christine Blasey Ford, a psychology pro-
fessor, told the Senate Judiciary Commit-
tee that Kavanaugh had sexually assaulted
her at a high school party decades earlier.
“Brett got on top of me,” she said, and “be-
gan running his hands over my body and
grinding his hips into me.” He groped her,
she said, and tried to take her clothes off.
When she yelled, she said, he put his hand
over her mouth. “It was hard for me
to breathe,” she said, “and I thought
that Brett was accidentally going to
kill me.”

Blasey Ford’s testimony was pre-
cise and measured — and credible.
Even many of Kavanaugh’s support-

ers thought it sounded the death
knell for his nomination. On Fox
News, the anchor Chris Wallace
called her account “a disaster for the
Republicans.” When Republican sen-
ators caucused, the mood was
gloomy. “Almost all of us were say-
ing, ‘It’s over,’” recalled Jeff Flake,
then a senator from Arizona.

It was not over, of course, and to-
day Kavanaugh sits on the highest
court in the land. How he overcame
Blasey Ford’s testimony — and alle-
gations of sexual misconduct from
other witnesses — is the subject of
“Supreme Ambition,” by Ruth Marcus, a
deputy editor of The Washington Post’s
editorial page. Marcus’s book is impres-
sively reported, highly insightful and a rol-
licking good read. It also adds another
dispiriting data point — as if one more
were needed — that the American Repub-
lic is seriously ailing.

Kavanaugh was in many ways a perfect
Republican nominee for the court. An only
child from a Catholic family in suburban
Maryland, he was the son of a lobbyist fa-
ther and a prosecutor mother. Kavanaugh
attended Yale College and Law School, and
then began a conservative Pilgrim’s
Progress. He clerked for two Republican
appeals court judges and then for Justice
Anthony Kennedy. He worked for Kenneth
Starr’s investigation of Bill Clinton; helped
out in the Florida recount that brought
George W. Bush to power in 2000; served

in the Bush White House; and finally be-
came a judge on the United States Court of
Appeals for the D.C. Circuit. Along the way,
Kavanaugh married Ashley Estes, a young
Texan who was President Bush’s personal
secretary — which helped place him in the
Bushes’ inner circle. The New York sena-
tor Charles Schumer called Kavanaugh
“the Zelig of young Republican lawyers,”
an apt moniker given his knack for putting
himself at the center of elite conservative
action.

There was, however, a dark strand run-
ning through Kavanaugh’s life of calcu-

lated achievement: heavy drinking. In his
high school yearbook, he made a reference
to “100 Kegs or Bust,” and in college, his in-
terests included the annual Tang competi-
tion, an elaborate intramural beer-drink-
ing relay race. Law school classmates have
said little about his intellectual pursuits,
but one recalled, “If you had asked me who
was the biggest drinker in our class I
would have said Brett.”

As a judge on the D.C. Circuit, a tradi-
tional farm team for Supreme Court jus-
tices, Kavanaugh became a leading candi-
date for the court — and he pursued the
prize aggressively. He courted conserva-
tive judge-pickers with his speeches and,
arguably, his judicial opinions, which
seemed to signal, among other things, a
willingness to overturn Roe v. Wade. Kava-
naugh’s years in conservative legal circles
provided him with battalions of lawyers to
join the fight. At a critical moment, a group
of his law clerks visited Leonard Leo, the
executive vice president of the Federalist
Society, the influential conservative legal
group, to argue that he belonged on the
court. One conservative journalist de-

clared, “I have never seen the amount of
support expressed for any potential nomi-
nee as I saw for Kavanaugh in terms of
people reaching out to make the case for
him.”

There was one advocate whose opinion
counted most of all — Justice Kennedy,
whose seat Kavanaugh ended up filling.
“Supreme Ambition” has made news with
its report that, when he presided over Jus-
tice Neil Gorsuch’s swearing in at the
White House in 2017, Justice Kennedy re-
quested a private meeting with President
Trump to promote Kavanaugh for the

court. If Kennedy did argue for his former
law clerk, it was a disturbing intervention
across the lines separating the judicial and
executive branches — but also a successful
one.

After Blasey Ford, other witnesses
emerged. Deborah Ramirez, a college
classmate, told reporters that Kavanaugh
thrust his penis in her face at a party, al-
though she had significant memory lapses.
Another late-arriving witness, the Wash-
ington lawyer Max Stier, remembered see-
ing Kavanaugh in college exposing himself
to a different woman, lending possible fur-
ther credence to Ramirez’s account.

The most interesting part of Marcus’s
narrative is her discussion of why, in the
end, the evidence mattered so little. Much
of the credit goes to Kavanaugh, whose
own Senate testimony was as effective, in
its way, as Blasey Ford’s was. Kavanaugh’s

proclamations about liking beer were
widely mocked — including, memorably, in
a “Saturday Night Live” skit, with Matt Da-
mon as a semi-deranged Kavanaugh. But
his angry insistence that he was the true
victim — which took a page from Clarence
Thomas’s response to Anita Hill’s sexual
harassment charges decades earlier —
shifted the momentum in his direction. His
railing against “left-wing opposition
groups,” and his charges that the attacks
on him were “revenge on behalf of the Clin-
tons,” skillfully rallied the Republican
base.

Kavanaugh also had strong allies
in his corner. The White House coun-
sel Don McGahn kept the F.B.I. on a
short leash, and its decision not to in-
terview Stier — an “inexcusable
lapse,” as Marcus notes — helped
prevent a stronger case from being
built against Kavanaugh. Mitch Mc-
Connell, the Senate majority leader,
never wavered in his support, boast-
ing, “I’m stronger than mule piss.”

The main reason the case against
Kavanaugh failed, however, was that
there simply was no audience for it in
the Senate. Even if Republican sena-
tors could not bring themselves to
believe the sexual misconduct
charges, they witnessed with their
own eyes Kavanaugh’s angry parti-
san rant against “left-wing opposi-
tion groups” and supporters of the
Clintons. Given the ethical obligation
of judges to act at all times in ways
that promote public confidence in the
integrity and impartiality of the judi-
ciary, his outbursts should have been
disqualifying. As Marcus shows,
however, there were scarcely any
Republican senators who would
even consider breaking with their

party on the vote.
Kavanaugh’s confirmation has profound

implications for the court. If he turns out to
be significantly more conservative than
Kennedy, he could provide the fifth vote to
end abortion rights or affirmative action.
His arrival also means that two of the nine
justices joined the court despite credible
charges of serious misconduct toward
women — something that has done incal-
culable damage to the court’s reputation.

As important as the Kavanaugh battle
was for the court, however, there was
something even more profound at stake:
whether, on the most important questions,
our nation is capable of putting the public
interest ahead of partisanship, and
whether the truth matters. The forces
aligned for partisanship and against truth
are stronger than ever. The week before
this book’s publication date, President
Trump told his 67 million Twitter followers
that “the Ruth Marcus book is a badly writ-
ten & researched disaster. So many incor-
rect facts. Fake News, just like the @wash-
ington post!” It would be hard to imagine a
more persuasive endorsement. 0
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YOU WOULD BE hard pressed to find a writ-
er from the 20th century more admiringly
cited than Virginia Woolf. Her potent, evoc-
ative fiction still impresses itself on new
readers; her essays give clear and vivid in-
sight into a writer’s mind at work. There
are, of course, a lot of biographies of Woolf,
the most monumental perhaps being
Hermione Lee’s “Virginia Woolf” (1996),
and Woolf’s autobiographical writings
(collected, in part, in “Moments of Being”
and “A Writer’s Diary”) are also powerful
resources for her readers. She is, weirdly,
everywhere and nowhere. There is hardly

a novelist, woman or not, more central to
our understanding of modernism, wom-
en’s writing or literary fiction. Joyce is a
byword for difficulty and obscurity,
Lawrence for weedy crypto-fascism and
misogyny, but Woolf’s work, while densely
lyrical and complex, has such apparent
availability that it prompts near universal
adoration in critics, writers, students and
book clubs.

Gillian Gill’s new biography of Woolf,
“Virginia Woolf: And the Women Who
Shaped Her World,” takes as its organizing
principle Woolf’s relationships, familial
and otherwise, with women, placing spe-
cial emphasis on the writer’s connections
to intellectually and literarily ambitious fe-
male figures of the 19th and early 20th cen-
turies. Instead of progressing chronologi-
cally through Woolf’s life, Gill, who has also
written biographies of Victoria and Albert
and of Florence Nightingale, traces female
influences across clusters of her interlocu-
tors. She considers what Woolf called “Pat-
tledom,” the family of her formidable An-
glo-Indian forebears on her mother’s side,
separately from the family of Minny
Thackeray, her father’s first wife. The aim
seems to be to investigate various wom-
en’s impact on Woolf’s life from broad quar-
ters, but the effect is to disrupt the chrono-
logical logic of biographical coherence. In
chapters on Woolf’s years in Hyde Park
Gate and Bloomsbury, for instance, Gill
must rehearse the circumstances of
Woolf’s brother Thoby Stephen’s death, de-
spite having detailed it in an earlier section
as well. No doubt this circling around
Thoby’s death and other traumas in Virgin-
ia’s extended family (both her parents had
been previously married and had children
by their former spouses) is intended to un-

derscore the immense intellectual and
psychic pressure that death produced on
the sensitive Virginia, but it does compli-
cate the reader’s sense of events as they
unfolded in her life.

Despite this, Gill’s chatty, often conspira-
torial tone helps mitigate some of the an-
guished hand-wringing that
often accompanies discus-
sions of Woolf’s life. After all,
she isn’t only one of litera-
ture’s most famous suicides;
she also suffered extreme
mental illness, horrible, and
early, familial loss; her half
brothers’ incestuous ad-
vances; and deep sexual and
literary frustration. Gill
brings to this potentially
grim picture an ear for the
playful undercurrent — a
sense of the world’s splendid
possibility — that also ran
through Woolf’s life, counter-
ing much of the darkness.
While she does not downplay
the writer’s difficulties, Gill’s
portrait shows Woolf’s char-
acter to have been compli-
cated not just by difficulty but
by pleasure, too. Pleasure is a
challenge for a literary biog-
rapher: Pain reads much bet-
ter as a block to creative ex-
pression, but happiness and
comfort can be just as de-
structive to the work ethic.

Woolf’s own cruelties and
limitations are also discussed
in some detail, particularly
her impatience with her men-
tally disabled half sister,
Laura Stephen, her father’s
daughter from his first mar-
riage. In Gill’s account,
Woolf’s distaste for Laura
seems to have been a byprod-
uct of her mother Julia’s irri-
tation with the girl’s needs.
Laura’s intellectual chal-
lenges were made infinitely
worse by Julia’s isolating severity, and
Woolf’s inability to perceive this is a failing.
Gill presses further on Laura’s problems,
suggesting that she, too, was a victim of
her half brothers’ sexual aggression in her
youth. Woolf’s own writing on the abuse
she suffered at the hands of those half
brothers makes this speculation, sadly, all
too likely to be true.

In Gill’s view, the relationship that be-
comes most central to Woolf’s life is the one
with her sister, Vanessa Stephen Bell.
Vanessa is Virginia’s compatriot in her
youthful struggles — against their half
brothers, against their father’s neuroses
and neediness, against their beautiful
mother’s aestheticized misogyny — and in
her adult work, and Gill writes persua-
sively about the sisters’ escape from the
Stephen household, their marriages and

their efforts to make books and art. Gill’s
biography is especially good in delineating
Vanessa’s charismatic appeal for her sis-
ter, whose adoration was never quite recip-
rocated. Vanessa’s children (by her hus-
band and at least one other lover) and her
own sexual rapaciousness stand in sharp

contrast to her sister’s childlessness and
sexual anxiety. The contrast is a provoca-
tive one; if Vanessa’s libertinism feels
more of a piece with Bloomsbury’s contem-
porary reputation, Virginia’s tense and
worried physicality has become — un-
fairly, I think — associated with her brand
of modernism.

There is an unsettling stance toward so-
called healthy sexuality at the core of Gill’s
book that limits its usefulness as a biogra-
phy. The patterns of intellectual striving
are plain throughout the first half, but
when Gill turns to Vanessa’s and Virginia’s

sexual and emotional exploits (Clive Bell
gives Vanessa “orgasms as well as sons,”
Vita Sackville-West “failed to give Virginia
Woolf orgasms”), the combination of spec-
ulation and prurience becomes difficult to
manage. While describing the eventual
marriage of Vanessa’s illegitimate daugh-

ter Angelica to David Garnett,
the lover of Duncan Grant,
who was Angelica’s father, Gill
lavishes intense attention on
the savor of incest in the rela-
tionship. It’s obvious that the
courtship and marriage dis-
comfited Bloomsbury, but it’s
also not entirely clear that
Grant was “motivated more
by sexual jealousy than pater-
nal concern” when he warned
Angelica about Garnett.
Vanessa’s sexual boldness and
Virginia’s sexual angst are
well documented; it seems un-
necessary to consider the fre-
quency or fact of orgasms, as
though these are the only arbi-
ters of pleasure or satisfaction
in a relationship.

The complexity and adven-
turousness of Bloomsbury’s
erotic escapades aren’t, after
all, the main source of our own
interest in these women, and
by shoehorning them into ver-
sions of sexuality that make
sense to a contemporary
reader — Vanessa’s licentious-
ness, Virginia’s nervous refus-
al — Gill misses the ways both
women were deeply inter-
ested in the work that pleas-
ure does in a life.

Virginia’s autobiographical
writing and letters make it
plain that she experienced
strong physical compulsions
outside her romantic relation-
ships. Describing her half sis-
ter Stella Duckworth’s
doomed marriage, for exam-
ple, Virginia writes: “It was to

me like a ruby, clear, intense. . . . This color,
this incandescence, was in Stella’s whole
body.” Compare this with the way Clarissa
Dalloway thinks about the kiss Sally Seton
bestows on her in the garden at Bourton in
“Mrs. Dalloway”: “She felt she had been
given a present, wrapped up, and told just
to keep it, not to look at it — a diamond,
something infinitely precious, wrapped up,
which, as they walked (up and down, up
and down), she uncovered, or the radiance
burnt through, the revelation, the religious
feeling!”

These two jewels, the ruby of her sister’s
marriage, the diamond of her character’s
romance, are not signs of coldness or an-
tipathy to sensual experience. On the con-
trary, the radiance within is the engine, the
erotic charge, that colors even the slightest
interaction with the object of her love. 0
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IT WAS A SUNDAY NIGHT IN 1971. The sky was black. The
road was black. I couldn’t see my feet. I couldn’t see
where the tarmac ended and the grass verge began. I
had to get home to Aylesbury that night. I was 19.

I had lingered too long bidding sweet good nights to a
girlfriend on the doorstep of her parents’ house in
Bracknell. Aylesbury was 36 miles away, but it was too
late for public transport and the route was an awkward,
cross-country one to hitchhike. The last of a series of
short lifts had left me becalmed in the silent Chiltern
foothills — the worst sort of place to be, a country lane
with barely any traffic.

Five miles farther on, at Amersham, there was a
highway with lights and a reasonable chance of hitching
a lift for the final leg. I would have to walk there through
the dark, feeling for the road with my feet.

I was violently startled when a group of horses in an
adjacent field suddenly sensed me passing, took fright
and bolted. They couldn’t see me and I couldn’t see
them, but in the explosive clamor of snorting and
hooves, I fancied I was caught up in some colossal bes-
tial panic that would crush me to death.

Then silence again. In 30 minutes only two cars
passed me. I had a premonition of each vehicle a full
minute before I could hear the engine, when the beam of
its headlights slithered over the treetops behind me. For
each car, I stopped walking, turned and stuck out a
supplicant thumb, knowing how unlikely it was that a
driver would pull up for a figure looming out of the cover
of a dark country lane after midnight.

Then a car did stop, a comfortable, avuncular car
smelling of leather and cigarette smoke. The driver was
an older gent, and when he spoke, to ask me where I
was going, he sounded avuncular, too. From what I
could make out in the meager light, he was tall, balding
and a little disheveled. I told him I was going to Ayles-
bury.

“Well, I live not far from here, so regretfully, I will
only be able to take you part of your journey.”

I thanked him and got in, grateful to step into the
comfort and security of this smoke and leather, if only
for a short time.

“What takes you to Aylesbury?” he asked, as he put
the car into gear.

I told him I was a reporter on the local paper, The
Bucks Herald. I needed to get back for work the next
day. My first task every Monday morning, as the most
junior reporter on the paper, was to call on the town’s
undertakers and compile a list of people who had died
over the weekend. Then I had to phone or visit the next
of kin. It was my job to populate the newspaper’s obitu-
ary column.

He chuckled. “Sounds grim,” he said.
“It’s not really,” I said. “Well, the undertakers are

grim, but people are actually very happy to be ap-
proached for an obituary. And they’re good stories too.
Obituaries celebrate whole lives. It would be hard not to
find a couple hundred interesting words to write about
someone’s whole life.”

“I can see that,” he said. “I also do a bit of writing.”
I’d had a feeling this was coming. In my experience of

conversations with people who stopped to give me lifts,
it was quite common to be told that they were also “writ-
ers.” Sometimes it would be a couple of articles in the
parish magazine, or a half-finished novel in a bedroom
drawer, or, more commonly, they would claim to have
easily a book’s worth of fascinating ideas in their heads,
just itching to become a best seller. This man had the
look of a gentleman tinkerer, someone who might do a
bit of scribbling in his spare time. “What sort of writ-
ing?” I asked.

“Oh, plays, film screenplays, some TV. Children’s
novels seem to be taking up a lot of my time just lately. I
suppose, though, that I’m best known for short stories.
Stories with a macabre element — I’ve written quite a
lot of them.”

His answer surprised me. I asked him his name.
“Roald Dahl,” he said.
It meant nothing to me. “I haven’t come across your

work,” I said. “So . . . ‘a macabre element’ — are these
horror stories?”

“Not exactly,” he said, “though, unlike your jolly obitu-
aries, they can be pretty horrible. They don’t always end
well; there’s often a twist in the tail. Actually, I think I’m
writing funny stories, because they can be very comical.
There’s such a narrow line between the macabre and
laughter.” I could sense him smiling as he said it.

“I’m fascinated by the macabre. And so, too, thank-
fully, are my readers. It’s one of those areas that perpet-
ually interest people, especially if there’s a mystery
attached as well. They’re all dying to know the ending of
the story.

“Your obituaries all have endings. In fact, we know
the ending even as we start to read them. But the best
stories are those whose endings we have to guess at,
until they are revealed.

“It’s true of nonfiction too,” he went on. “There’s a
story like that, which took place in this area we’re driv-
ing through now, to do with an incident on this very road
a couple of years ago. It has caused intense speculation
among locals ever since. A middle-aged woman, a local
doctor called Helen Davidson, drove to a lay-by just a
little farther up this road and parked her car there to
walk her dog. She didn’t return home that night.” He
turned his head from the road, as though to savor my
reaction.

“What happened?”
“She was found the next day, nearby, battered to

death. Her dog was sitting beside her body. Someone
had smashed her skull with a piece of a tree branch. She
wasn’t sexually assaulted. She had no obvious enemies;
in fact she was well liked. The first blow must have
killed her, but her attacker continued to beat her fren-
ziedly, crushing her eyes into her brain.”

“And then?” I said. “Did they catch the killer?”
“No, that’s just it. The police investigation led no-

where. They thought it might have been a local man, but
they don’t know for sure and they still haven’t found
him. They didn’t have a clue. The case is closed, but the
story, as we know it, has no ending.”

He slowed the car. He was pulling up.
“And that’s the end of our conversation, I’m afraid. I

have to turn off this road soon, you see, but I think it will
be a good idea to drop you at this little lay-by here be-
cause it will be more convenient for cars to stop.”

The car came to a halt and he bade me a polite good
night as I got out. Then he was gone. The car’s taillights
grew smaller and disappeared round a bend in the road,
leaving me in silence again, in the pitch black, at the
scene of a murder, on a remote country road, alone but
for a killer on the loose, and the dark imagination of
Roald Dahl. 0
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AN ADMIRING COLLEAGUE said of the writ-
er Alice Adams that she “threw a different
kind of light on women and what they want,
or think they want.” In one of Adams’s late
stories, “Old Love Affairs” — published in
The New Yorker less than four years be-
fore the author’s death in 1999 — Lucretia,
a woman of a certain age, thinks she wants
to have sex with a bearded fellow named
Burt. After much effort he proves to be im-
potent, and instead moves “heavily, labori-
ously” downward to try a different ap-
proach. Lucretia feels sorry for him and

pretends to enjoy herself so he’ll stop
sooner. “It’s wonderful to give you pleas-
ure,” he whispers into her ear afterward.

Usefully for her work, Adams was a piti-
less romantic: pitiless in the Flaubertian
sense — a kind of ideal objectivity — and
yet always hoping for better things. This
outlook may be traced, in part, to the mi-
sery of her Southern childhood, to her
charming, tippling, manic-depressive rake
of a father and her bitter mother, who lost
her looks early and died in her 50s. The fa-
ther, for his part, lived long enough to re-
sent his daughter’s literary success — she
noticed his “curious inability to find any
magazine in which I was published” — and
for good measure disinherited her in his
will. “The deaths of parents,” Adams mem-
orably observed, “dreadful and sad as they
are, to an extent free writers.” Among the
many fictional surrogates for her sad, self-
absorbed parents are Emily and Lawrence
Farr in “Roses, Rhododendron,” a couple
whose “extreme courtesy” toward each
other strikes the young narrator as odd:
“Never a harsh word. (Of course, I did not
know then about couples who cannot af-
ford a single harsh word.)”

The disappointments of romance — “the
great subject” of Adams’s life and work, as
Carol Sklenicka writes in her new biogra-
phy, “Alice Adams: Portrait of a Writer” —
were all the more muddled with her other
great subject, family misery, given that her
father’s psychiatrist seduced her as a teen-
ager. Indeed, Adams’s youth was largely a
matter of amassing material for the late-
blooming literary career. The end of her
dismal marriage to Mark Linenthal co-
incided with her first published story,
“Winter Rain,” at 32, whereupon she re-
sumed having love affairs for many years
while “writing as a sort of sideline,” as she
put it.

As a writer Adams was often compared
to Mary McCarthy, Jane Austen and John

Updike, but her own favorite touchstone
was F. Scott Fitzgerald, whose work she
read again and again. “I don’t care for plot
at all,” she replied when a friend dismissed
her favorite Fitzgerald story, “The Rich
Boy,” as “formless”; certainly Adams’s
stories tend to proceed as a series of evoca-
tive, loosely ordered set pieces, impres-
sions — or better just call them memories
(“I really have no imagination at all,” she
said, “just a terrific memory”) — revolving
around the author’s childhood in Chapel
Hill (often called Hilton in the stories), col-
lege at Radcliffe and later years in San
Francisco.

“Return Trips” is a typical exercise in
perambulating free association, opening
with the narrator’s tryst (in Yugoslavia
yet) with a sweet-natured youth named
Paul who will shortly die of a congenital
heart defect; for the rest of the long story
we’re reminded of Paul, here and there, as
a kind of idealized alternative to the other
men in the narrator’s life before and after
— circling back to the ur-trauma, long ago
in Hilton, when she was walking home with
a boy and spotted her father kissing a
strange woman in their wood-paneled
Chrysler: “‘I hate him’ is what I thought.”

The perspective of the Fitzgeraldian
hero — “simultaneously enchanted and re-
pelled by the inexhaustible variety of life”
— is most resonantly expressed in the pur-
suit of love, but one of the men with whom
Adams pursued it, Saul Bellow, considered
this a limitation of her first novel, “Careless
Love”: “Women like your heroine do seem
to live completely in relationships and
think of very little apart from their own
feminine happiness,” he wrote her. Such a

formulation applied less and less to Ad-
ams’s mature work, whose heroines are
certainly concerned with their own happi-
ness, romantic and otherwise, but tend to
be unhappy each in her own lonely way.
Ardis Bascombe, in “Beautiful Girl,” is a
North Carolina tobacco heiress and former
beauty queen who spends her days, in San
Francisco, getting drunk in her kitchen and
mooning about the past. Lest one think this
a simple matter of lost youth and looks, we
learn — via a passing thought of Ardis’s
daughter (Adams has a nice touch with
narrative point of view) — that her mother
“used to be so much fun” in a way that
might explain why Ardis moved to San
Francisco: “I sincerely hope that both my
daughters marry them,” she once re-
marked to a Winston-Salem “real-estate
woman” who wanted to keep blacks out of
the neighborhood. “I understand those
guys are really great. Not, unfortunately,
from personal experience.”

Carol Sklenicka is a lucid, scrupulous
writer, as readers of her acclaimed biogra-
phy of Raymond Carver will attest. Her de-
scription of, say, a late-life surgical pro-
cedure that Adams endured — the ghastly
“degloving” of her face to remove a tumor
from her nasal cavity — would pass muster
in a neurosurgeon’s how-to guide. Such a
conscientious and (it must be said) rather
humorless sensibility works well with in-
herently dramatic material, and so is per-
haps better suited for a redemptive fable
about the colossal alcoholic Carver, who
somehow kicked both booze and the worst
predations of his machete-wielding editor,
Gordon Lish. By comparison, most of Ad-
ams’s life had a fairly decorous surface

(“Never a harsh word”) whose fraught
subtext needs teasing out by a subtle fic-
tion artist. Consider: At Myrtle Wilson’s
party in “The Great Gatsby,” Tom Buchan-
an breaks Myrtle’s nose, while, in
Sklenicka’s first biography, a drunken
Carver (“Bad Ray”) smashes a bottle up-
side the head of his long-suffering first
wife, Maryann. Both are powerful scenes
— and yet: In the first case what we re-
member most (among a mélange of other
nuances) is Myrtle’s story about the way
her drab husband had to borrow the suit he
married her in. In “Alice Adams,” however,
the prosaic remains decidedly prosaic.
“The evidence of Adams’s letters, fiction
and later notebooks suggests that Alice
probably did not go ‘all the way’ with any of
those Madison boys,” writes the meticu-
lous Sklenicka, who sometimes injects
gravitas into these early pages — “the dis-
turbing news from Europe,” and so on — in
ways that seem tangential, at best, to the
immediate concerns of her teenage sub-
ject. Such historical digressions go on for a
page or a paragraph, or else are woven into
a single sentence like a discolored skin
graft: “Back in Cambridge in the spring of
1945, as the Russians and Western Allies
conquered Germany and revealed Nazi
concentration camps to the world, Alice
joined another short-story class with less
satisfactory results.”

Once Adams’s professional career takes
off, references to the wider world are large-
ly obviated by discussions of her work, her
book tours (and other travels) and her im-
pressive royalty advances. Of her 11 nov-
els, her most successful was “Superior
Women” (1984), an all but explicit homage 

Love’s Labors
The disappointments of romance were the great subject of Alice Adams’s life and work.

By BLAKE BAILEY

ALICE ADAMS
Portrait of a Writer

By Carol Sklenicka

Illustrated. 580 pp. Scribner. $35.

Alice Adams in 1988.
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THE SELF-NEGATING, self-perpetuating cy-
cle of aesthetic disruption and normaliza-
tion is one of the great constants in music,
as it is in many, if not most, of the arts.
Ideas that at first seem unconventional —
polyphony, chromatic harmony, swing
time — become conventions, only to be up-
ended by unorthodox ideas of new kinds
that then become orthodoxies themselves.

For composers and musicians, subverting
norms has always been the normal thing
to do. Subversion, historically speaking, is
anything but subversive.

Ted Gioia, the jazz critic and author of 10
previous books about music, uses the fa-
miliar scheme of cyclical rejuvenation
through transformation as a mechanism
to consider the whole history of music,
from the sounds of the primordial world to
electronic dance music today, in his latest
and most ambitious book, “Music: A Sub-
versive History.” He sees the Big Bang it-
self, the fanfare for everything, as “a sym-
bol for all the later musical outbursts
charted in these pages, those unruly
sounds that shatter the existing order,
cause turbulence and even chaos, only
gradually coalescing into a new stability.”

Gioia positions “Music: A Subversive
History” as both a history of subversion in
music and a subversive work of history. As
he writes early on, in language echoed
throughout the book, the “shameful ele-
ments of songs — their links to sex, vio-
lence, magic, ecstatic trance and other dis-

reputable matters — are actually sources
of power, serving as the engines of innova-
tion in human music-making.” In smart
but readable, sometimes giddily effusive
passages, Gioia recounts how shamans
tapped the forces of rhythm in the service
of transcendence; how Sappho, the Greek
lyric poet, pointed the way for singers to
express their personal feelings and not
merely extol powerful men and gods; how
the Anglo-Saxon folk songs of the working
poor defied social strictures by glorying in
sex and violence; how the anguished
sounds of slave singing helped shape the
music of the Arab world as well as that of
the West; and how, in the classical sphere,
exalted figures such as Bach and Beetho-
ven were once radical nonconformists in
social as well as musical ways.

Gioia frames all of this as a corrective to
past histories of music fixed on the valori-
zation of canonical figures and great
works that serve entrenched institutions
and reinforce the status quo. “The real his-
tory of music is not respectable,” he as-
serts in a bold suggestion that what he is
presenting is not just an underappreciated
history or a little-told history, but the only
true one. Through the intercessions of cul-
tural insurgents and outsiders of many
sorts, music has frequently challenged au-
thority, shaking up “political bosses, reli-
gious leaders or just anxious parents,”
Gioia points out, adding, “although you
won’t get told that side of the story in Mu-
sic 101, or from the numerous well-funded
music institutions devoted to protecting
their respectability and the highbrow pre-
tensions of their mission statements.”

The charge that educators, arts institu-
tions and music historians other than
Gioia are, on the whole, blind to the value
of transgressive innovation threads
through “Music: A Subversive History.”
This would no doubt surprise people at the
institutions that have been organizing the
Bang on a Can event series, the White

Light Festival, Crossing the Line, the Vi-
sion Festival and other programs
presenting venturesome, hard-to-catego-
rize and often radical music in New York
City alone. It would rattle the many music
educators I know who are generally fear-
ful of being taken to task for thinking too
subversively, rather than too conserva-

tively. And it would surely rankle authors
such as Brent Hayes Edwards, Jennifer
Lena, Allen Lowe, Kristine M. McCusker,
Ann Powers, Alex Ross, Elijah Wald and
others who have written probing, eye-
opening works of music history untainted
by reductive traditionalism or capitulation
to tropes and clichéd thinking.

For all its sweep and noble intentions,
“Music: A Subversive History” has a lim-
ited conception of what constitutes sub-

version. Gioia rightly acknowledges the
importance of Robert Johnson, the blues
master of the mid-1930s, celebrating the
overt carnality, blunt violence, and debt to
magic and superstition in his music and
image, as well as the formal rigor of his
musicianship. Yet he gives short shrift to
the fiercely radical gender disruptions of
Ida Cox, Mamie Smith, Ma Rainey, Bessie
Smith, Lucille Hegamin, Alberta Hunter
and other sexually fluid and dynamic,
proto-feminist women who made the blues
a major force in American music a decade
before Johnson recorded his first tracks.
Gioia nods to a few of these women, spin-
ning them as singers who, with “a whole
posse of helpers,” turned “blues into a
commercial property.” That their art was
created collaboratively and commercially
successful, however, does not diminish its
importance as radical work of sexual defi-
ance.

Gioia habitually and accurately casts
the subversion he recounts in terms of fe-
rocity, tumult and chaos. The words “vio-
lent” and “violence” appear dozens of
times. Still, there are other kinds of sub-
version. Undervalued in his scheme is the
challenge to musical ferocity that’s part of
the cycle of aesthetic disruption and nor-
malization: beauty. In a world in which fe-
rocity, tumult and chaos are squarely es-
tablished in the musical culture, nothing is
so subversive as the making of brazenly
luxurious, unapologetically lovely music
such as the pastoral symphonic music of
John Luther Adams or the enveloping or-
chestral jazz of Maria Schneider.

In the last sentence of “Music: A Sub-
versive History,” the final entry in the ac-
knowledgments, Gioia thanks his wife and
two sons, whom he calls “the foundation
for everything good and beautiful in my
life.” If goodness and beauty are so impor-
tant to him, why not consider their impor-
tance in music? That would be something
truly subversive. 0

Rebel, Rebel
Beethoven was the Johnny Rotten of his day.

By DAVID HAJDU

MUSIC
A Subversive History
By Ted Gioia

514 pp. Basic Books. $35.
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DAVID HAJDU is the author of “Love for Sale:
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to Mary McCarthy’s “The Group,” which
gives a portrait of the author’s generation
via the stories of a few friends from Vassar;
in Adams’s novel, the friends are from Rad-
cliffe. Fawcett Crest bought the paperback
rights for a whopping $635,000 — perhaps
the most noteworthy moment from that
particular era in Adams’s life, as Sklenicka
readily concedes: “As a result of her suc-
cessful move into full-time authorship, the
fiction she produced almost overshadows
the biographical facts of her life in the early
1980s.” Almost. Another piquant aspect of
the story is the way Adams’s life came to

mirror that of her parents: Her oldest
friend pointed out how Alice “was begin-
ning to look like Agatha” — her homely, un-
happy mother — at a time when she lived
with a handsome interior decorator, Bob
McNie, who drank and was probably bi-
polar like Adams’s father. After the rela-
tionship ended, belatedly, Adams cast
doubt on the man’s reputation as “the only
heterosexual decorator in San Francisco”
with a novel, “Almost Perfect” (1993), that
she’d provisionally titled her “Book of
Bob.” (“We can be fairly certain that Alice
did not invent the bisexual theme,”

Sklenicka certifies, pointing out that Mc-
Nie’s children found a large cache of gay
pornography after his death.)

Sklenicka is prudent and appreciative in
her assessment of Adams’s work, but gives
no explanation, except obliquely, for the
simple fact that Adams isn’t read anymore.
Her novels, especially, are all but entirely
forgotten. Describing her seventh, “Car-
oline’s Daughters” (1991), Sklenicka ticks
off the lurid plot elements (“a Mafioso-
style murder, domestic abuse and rape, a
homeless former doctor’s wife, a stock-
market crash and a restaurant teetering to-

ward bankruptcy”), then reports that the
novel sold poorly because of competition
from Danielle Steel on “the sleaze side”
and from the likes of Jane Smiley and Mi-
lan Kundera on “the literary side.” And yet
as a writer of short stories — the genre for
which she reserved her finer perceptions
— Adams was one of only four writers to
receive the O. Henry Special Award, the
others being Updike, Alice Munro and
Joyce Carol Oates. “The Stories of Alice
Adams,” a vast and splendid collection re-
published by Vintage in November, may re-
store her to such august company. 0
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IT’S 2015 and, in a gentrified variation on
“driving while black,” 20-something Emira
is accosted in the freezer aisle of an up-
scale Philadelphia supermarket by a secu-
rity guard accusing her of kidnapping her
white charge. In a midnight crisis, the

Chamberlain household has called Emira
in from her night off to watch their toddler,
Briar. But the real crisis unfolds at the
store. “With all due respect,” the guard
says to an indignant Emira, “you don’t look
like you’ve been babysitting tonight.”
Somehow this initial confrontation, filmed
by a fellow shopper and defused only by
the arrival of Briar’s dad, isn’t even the
worst offense committed in Kiley Reid’s
provocative but soapy debut novel, “Such
a Fun Age.” It’s merely a preamble for the
main narrative about how two white peo-
ple end up using their proximity to Emira,

a young black woman, as a signifier of
their progressiveness.

It’s also a setup made for a rom-com:
Obviously, Emira ends up dating Kelley,
the handsome white guy who caught
the episode on his iPhone. Less
obviously, in one of the many
lapses in credibility that be-
leaguer Reid’s plot, it turns
out that Kelley has an unre-
solved history with Briar’s
mom, Alix, a high-profile
social media entrepreneur
and active Hillary supporter.
Back in high school, he
dumped her, she never forgave
him, and the memory of what
happened (a lame saga of vir-
ginity lost, a house party ruined) con-
vinces each one of the other’s exploitative
attitude toward black people.

Emira doesn’t discover this connection
until midway through Reid’s novel — and
from there the story, told from the oscillat-
ing, third-person perspectives of mother
and sitter, takes shape as an interracial
love triangle whose convoluted dynamic
lets some of the steam out of its worthy
message. The older, whiter characters’ lib-
eral anxieties play out as a tug-of-war for
Emira’s affections — or, as Alix calls it, “a

losing game called ‘Which One of Us Is Ac-
tually More Racist?’” Alix grew up gar-
ishly rich and now takes pride in things
like inviting five whole black people to her

catered Thanksgiving dinner table.
She shows less interest in her

daughter than in the “person
she paid to love her,” voy-

euristically reading Emira’s
texts and attempting to en-
fold the younger, prettier,
poorer girl — the first in her
family to go to college — in

the web of her influence (as
flimsy to us as it is to Emira).
Kelley’s affection for Emira

appears more genuine, but his
wokeness has a whiff of perform-

ance. “Like . . . I get it,” Emira says to him,
“you have a weirdly large amount of black
friends, you saw Kendrick Lamar in con-
cert and now you have a black girlfriend
. . . great.” He tries to get Emira to post the
supermarket video and to quit working for
Alix, who he thinks is trying to use Emira’s
blackness for personal gain. But isn’t he,
too, in a way? In one of the most powerful
lines in the book, Emira articulates to Kel-
ley what a woman of color needs from her
white partner: “Lemme try to say this. You
get real fired up when we talk about that

night at Market Depot. But I don’t need
you to be mad that it happened. I need you
to be mad that it just like . . . happens.”

Reid writes scenes and dialogue with a
contemporary lilt that feels deliberately
styled for a screen adaptation, inflected
throughout with cringe-inducing “holup
holup”s and “ohmygod”s, heavy-handed at-
tempts to mimic millennial parlance. Over
all, the characters’ melodrama is unwar-
ranted; the final climactic event that Alix
thinks “felt like the plot twist of a horror
movie” is actually quite predictable. But the
simple prose and story line belie a more nu-
anced moral hierarchy: Emira is clearly the
victim of racially motivated manipulation,
but the two white people who profess to
care for her shift uncomfortably between
the poles of villain and hero. Both boss and
boyfriend engage in distinct brands of
white posturing, defining themselves in
part by their relationships to this young
woman — an adoring, vocationally lost
black woman who must decide whether the
benefits of those relationships are out-
weighed by the cost to her sense of self. Out
of Reid’s often cloying vernacular, then,
emerge some surprisingly resonant in-
sights into the casual racism in everyday
life, especially in the America of the liberal
elite. 0

Check Your Privilege
This debut novel delves into the exploitative nature of interracial relationships.

By LAUREN CHRISTENSEN

SUCH A FUN AGE
By Kiley Reid

320 pp. G.P. Putnam’s Sons. $26.
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Kiley Reid

IN JANUARY 1971, Uganda’s president, Mil-
ton Obote, was deposed by his army com-
mander, Idi Amin, while attending a meet-
ing in Singapore. The ouster was followed
by a reign of terror. A succession of coups
and countercoups took place for the next 15

years, resulting in roughly a million deaths
and more than a million refugees, until
Uganda’s current president, Yoweri Mu-
seveni, took the reins in yet another coup.

In his hypnotic semiautobiographical
novel, Johannes Anyuru, born in Sweden
in 1979 to a Ugandan father and a Swedish
mother, peels back these layers of turmoil,
revealing how Amin’s rise altered his fa-
ther’s life and provided a prologue for his

own. (This is the second of Anyuru’s works
to appear this season; “They Will Drown in
Their Mothers’ Tears” is a speculative nov-
el about a time-traveling terrorist.)

First published in Swedish in 2012, “A
Storm Blew In From Paradise” recounts
the experiences of a man simply called P
and his singular desire to become a fighter
pilot. He is well on his way to achieving his
dream, training at the Hellenic Airforce
Academy outside Athens, when the coup
takes place. Coming only months before
graduation, the change of regime militates
against P’s return: Although apolitical, he
is ethnic Langi, like the deposed Obote, and
so presumed to be an Obote supporter.
Sneaking out of Greece, P flees through It-
aly to Zambia to take up a modest job flying
a crop duster.

This innocuous career move is miscon-
strued as cover for some nefarious activity,
fanned by the Cold War anxieties that are
playing out in different parts of Africa. The
socialist-leaning authorities in Lusaka de-
port P to Tanzania, where he is detained
and tortured before being offered refuge in
a camp for the displaced.

Life in the camp is nightmarish, and
what follows is a series of flights — literal
and metaphorical — that echo P’s endur-

ing dream of flying and allow him to sur-
vive his physical circumstances while plot-
ting his escape. He flees from one locale to
the next in his quest for freedom, never
abandoning his desire to be a pilot.

The novel starts off slowly, but
this only mirrors the motions
of an aircraft: taxiing before
taking off at full speed. And
when the narrative does
take off, the ride is a smooth
one: Anyuru’s prose is in-
candescent, effortlessly
navigating the turbulence in
his hero’s life.

The story frame is tight, focus-
ing on a few months of P’s incar-
ceration and his subsequent ex-
ile, but it opens out into a sophis-
ticated meditation on politics, race and eth-
nicity. Under Anyuru’s deft hand, even a
windowless room in a prison is elevated
into a meditative space: “Tendrils of bare
cement appear where the paint is flaking.
They look like continents on a map from
another time, another world.”

Reconstructing P’s journey is arduous
since his escapades include acts of erasure
to evade capture. Anyuru describes these
maneuvers with authenticity and integri-

ty: It’s in understanding P’s own path that
the author is able to map out his own.

Characters are identified using initials
to reflect the clandestine nature of their

lives, on and off the page. P is reti-
cent about returning to his

homeland, although that’s
where the Swedish woman
he meets and marries in
Kenya wants to put down
roots. After P accepts a job
offer in Tanzania and is
threatened with deportation

yet again, the couple move to
Sweden and have two sons,

who stand by P at his deathbed,
following lung failure.

“They are telling me to lie
down and die,” P laments when

the Swedish doctors tell him he isn’t eligi-
ble to receive a new lung. His death in
peacetime Sweden, not war-ravaged
Uganda, amplifies the ironies that pulse
through the novel: Where P is confronted
by questions of ethnic loyalties, his sons
must cope with questions of race and iden-
tity. His desire to fly isn’t just a metaphor
for human achievement but for what it
means to break those bonds and simply be
human. 0

Wings of Desire
He dreamed of being a pilot — until politics got in the way.

By PETER KIMANI

A STORM BLEW IN FROM PARADISE
By Johannes Anyuru

Translated by Rachel Willson-Broyles
253 pp. World Editions. Paper, $16.99.
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PHOTOGRAPHS, FROM TOP: DAVID GODDARD; KHIM EFRAIMSSON



T H E N E W Y O R K T I M E S B O O K R E V I E W 15

WHEN CHLOE BROWN is almost hit by a car, the life that
flashes before her 31-year-old eyes is, frankly, quite boring.
So she sets out to start living a life she won’t regret, guided
by a to-do list: move into her own flat, ride a motorcycle,
“do something bad,” etc. All she manages to cross off is the
moving part, but in doing so she meets Red, her new build-
ing’s super and a man stuck in his own pause; when his
relationship imploded, he didn’t know how to continue the
art career his abusive girlfriend had been so integral to.
When they meet, Red thinks Chloe is an
icy snob; Chloe thinks Red hates her. And
Red thinks he hates her, too — her dis-
comfort does manifest as rudeness! —
but when he rescues Chloe from rescuing
a kitten from a tree, he starts to see be-
neath her facade. When she soon discov-
ers that Red owns a motorcycle, she en-
lists his help in checking items off her list.
With GET A LIFE, CHLOE BROWN (369 pp., Avon,

paper, $15.99), Talia Hibbert shows how
standard romance tropes — misunder-
standings, meddling sisters, a steamy
camping trip — can be elevated to sub-
lime pleasure in the hands of a brilliant
writer. Everything about Chloe and Red’s
story feels honest, specific and real. And
magical, even when real-life concerns like
chronic illness can never fade away. This
is an extraordinary book, full of love, gen-
erosity, kindness and sharp humor.

IF ROMANCE NOVELS are wish fulfillment,
Lyssa Kay Adams’s THE BROMANCE BOOK

CLUB (339 pp., Berkley, paper, $16) takes
things to a new, very meta level, centering
a series on a group of men who read ro-
mance novels to learn how to improve
their relationships with women. A pro
baseball player named Gavin is wel-
comed into this secretive cabal when his
friends find out his wife has asked for a
divorce. What he can’t bear to tell them is
why: He recently discovered that Thea
has been faking her orgasms for their en-
tire marriage, and while that’s not a rea-
son to end a marriage, the way Gavin han-
dled the news (poorly, angrily) might be.
Gavin’s bros assign him a historical ro-
mance novel starring the seventh Earl of
Latford as a text to study (it’s also spliced
into Adams’s book) and they talk him
through adapting and implementing
what he reads. Of course, this works
beautifully: Romance novel heroes know
to listen to their partners, work to per-
ceive and fulfill their needs, and express emotion vulnera-
bly and honestly. And of course it’s going to backfire: He’s
Cyrano-ing her with a book! Wish fulfillment is never as
simple as it seems. But nothing about Adams’s novel is
simple, as it unfurls its catchy premise with surprising
wisdom and specificity. The earl’s moves allow Gavin to

access a new bravery with Thea, which is far more mean-
ingful than any new techniques in bed. The club helps Gav-
in see not only his own mistakes, but also those Thea needs
to work through and resolve herself. This is a lovely and
sweet story, an honest and hopeful portrayal of the hard
work of marriage.

FROM A CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE with a pastiche of his-
torical fiction, we move to a historical novel that’s a pas-

tiche of . . . ’80s teen movies? The laws of linear time do not
apply, and thank goodness, because MY FAKE RAKE (366 pp.,

Avon, paper, $7.99), the first in a new series by Eva Leigh, is a
jolt of electricity, a blast of fresh air — everything delight-
ful and exciting you could want it to be. The herpetologist
Lady Grace Wyatt has her eye on a handsome fellow natu-
ralist who sees her just as a friend, so she recruits her
friend Sebastian, an anthropologist, to pose as a rakish
aristocrat and pretend to court her, to drive up her social
value and get her crush to notice her. Sebastian’s secretly

in love with Grace, but he goes along with the plan because
he truly wants her to be happy.

Sebastian is a rare romance hero who’s neither a blus-
tery alpha nor a sensitive cinnamon roll; he struggles to
express his emotions because he’s so socially anxious.
(Leigh delicately, if speedily, works him through this anxi-
ety.) Bookishness is woven through both of his and Grace’s
characters, and Sebastian’s anthropological asides are es-
pecially endearing. He’s a thoroughly believable hot nerd.

Grace quickly realizes just how hot he is
with a haircut and replacement (or re-
moval) of his scruffy, scholarly garb, but
it takes her far longer to realize how she
feels about him. That gender-swapped
makeover isn’t Leigh’s only update to the
’80s tropes: Most important, Sebastian is
intensely mindful that it’s Grace’s pre-
rogative to want to be just friends, to the
point that his determination not to ruin
the friendship blinds him to Grace’s very
strong signals. But if Sebastian and
Grace need to be obtuse a little longer
than feels plausible, it’s worth it to draw
out this delight.

IT’S COUNTERINTUITIVE THAT adding a
villain to a romance plot should make it
less stressful to read. But if the ultimate
stakes of a romance novel are the success
of the central love story, then fights and
misunderstandings are even more threat-
ening than, say, a malevolent gambler
who’s used his wiles to bring countless
people into his debt and thus under his
thumb, and is currently using that scheme
to force a woman to marry him and facili-
tate his ascendance into the aristocracy.
What a relief! No heartache, just trying
not to get murdered! That’s the case in Su-
zanne Enoch’s SCOT UNDER THE COVERS

(352 pp., St. Martin’s, paper, $7.99), although
the heroine, Miranda Harris, doesn’t think
it’s a relief, since she’s the one who learns
that her brother is 50,000 pounds in debt to
the vulturine Robert Vale, who demands,
in satisfaction of that debt, her unwilling
hand in marriage.

Miranda already hated gamblers, her
uncle having found ruin down that path,
and Aden MacTaggert, the handsome
Highlander who’s in London to find an
English bride, is no exception. But once
she turns to him for advice, her heart grad-
ually softens, and then warms, taking far
less than the span of a book to do so. She

and Aden quickly partner up to bring Vale down, and almost
as quickly start making out in darkened libraries. Their
process of falling in love is beautifully intertwined with that
of Miranda’s self-actualization. Aden is an especially charm-
ing hero, too, a brusque and self-reliant Scotsman who’s still
self-aware enough to neither deny nor fight his romantic feel-
ings. And while the love story comes together, the mystery of
how Aden and Miranda will best Vale is a satisfying plot en-
gine that absolves readers from romantic worry while they
enjoy this enticing, enchanting ride. 0
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“ONE OF THE UNWRITTEN tenets of the lo-
cal poetics was that a story must never ar-
rive at a point, or risk conclusion,” says
Noel Crowe, known as Noe, in the Irish
writer Niall Williams’s latest novel. “And
because in Faha . . . time was the only thing
people could afford, all stories were long,
all storytellers took their, and your, and
anyone else’s, time, and all gave it up will-
ingly, understanding that tales of anything
as aberrant and contrary as human behav-
ior had to be so long that they wouldn’t, and
in fact couldn’t, be finished this side of the
grave, and only for the fire going out and
the birds of dawn singing might be continu-
ing still.”

While this passage is about Noe’s grand-
father’s oral storytelling practices, it also

serves as an apt description of “This Is
Happiness.” Williams has painted a lush,
wandering portrait of Faha, a village back
in time in County Clare, Ireland, a place
also featured in his previous novel, “His-
tory of the Rain,” which was longlisted for
the 2014 Man Booker Prize. “History of the
Rain” is powerfully narrated by a young,
bedridden woman who tells stories of her
dead father’s life while devouring the
books in his library. In this new work, the
narrator, Noe, is a 78-year-old man looking
back roughly 60 years to the spring of 1958,
when he dropped out of the seminary after
his mother’s death and, full of fear and un-
processed grief, went to live with his
grandparents in Faha, where he’d spent
time as a child. “This Is Happiness” is as
full of detours and backward glances as it
is of forward motion and — as befits a novel
narrated by an old man who comments
that “as you get toward the end, you revisit
the beginning” — is centrally preoccupied
with time itself.

Faha, as we encounter it in 1958, is a “for-
gotten elsewhere,” a place where “every-
thing has to be invented firsthand and all
needs met locally.” The tour Noe gives us of
the town is full of pleasures: a digression
on traveling encyclopedia salesmen; illu-
minating, often comic descriptions of the
social intricacies of church and pub cul-
ture; the chemist’s shop with its “once
flood-swollen and now lifted-in-places lino-
leum.” Even the cows get some gorgeous
lines: “In the fields the cattle, made slow-
witted by the rain, lifted their rapt and
empty faces, heavy loops of spittle hang-
ing, as though they ate watery light.”

At times, the novel reads almost like an
ethnographic study of a village on the cusp

of change, calling to mind John Berger’s
wonderful fictional trilogy “Into Their
Labors,” set in the French Alps on the eve
of industrialization. At the start of the nov-
el, there’s only one phone outside the vil-
lage limits, and it’s in Noe’s grandparents’
home. His grandmother ritualistically pre-
pares stationery and blotting paper to
write letters to relations from County
Kerry to America. The book is full of both
cheerful and fatalistic waiting, whether in
line at church or for a letter to arrive or for
the rain to stop (or start again). As 21st-
century readers, we are invited to lower
ourselves into a slower kind of time; we
regularly leave the central characters
frozen in mid-speech to take a peek at
something else.

What through-lines do emerge involve
three intersecting plots: the Rural Electri-
fication Scheme’s bringing of electricity to

the town; the arrival of a stranger, Christy
McMahon, who hopes to right a wrong
from his past; and the awakening of Noe’s
romantic desires, as played out through his
hopeless crushes on all three daughters of
the local doctor. We witness the brittle frail-
ties and dogged strengths of Noe and
Christy, men at very different stages of
their lives who nevertheless have each
other’s backs.

Where the book’s digressions some-
times bog down are in its more self-reflec-
tive moments: Noe the storyteller defend-
ing himself against charges (but whose?)
of sentimentality and holding forth on the
relationship between story and truth, the
real and the imagined, and the enriching
merits of the arts. Disarmingly, Noe is
aware of his own flaws, telling us he was
nicknamed “Know-All” as a child. “Oh, just
shut up and take me back to Faha,” I
wanted to interject at times. But I couldn’t
and wouldn’t; he’s too sweet a fellow, not to
mention my elder (and a fictional charac-
ter). Be kind, he admonishes the reader di-
rectly at one point, and it’s a testament to
this bighearted novel that I felt duly chas-
tened, almost like a member of the clan. 0

Back to the Beginning
An elderly Irishman recalls his youth in a remote rural village.

By ELIZABETH GRAVER

THIS IS HAPPINESS
By Niall Williams

380 pp. Bloomsbury Publishing. $28.

ELIZABETH GRAVER’S latest novel is “The End of
the Point.”

MOLLY SNEE

DETROIT DOES NOT have the luxury of solv-
ing one problem at a time. It has been
scarcely five years since the city emerged
from the largest municipal bankruptcy in
American history. Yet the truest tale of
what happened to the city — a majestic
metropolis where good union wages and
affordable single-family homes once lured
people from around the world — begins
decades ago.

Disinvestment, suburban sprawl, sys-
temic racism: It has been nothing less than
a bloodletting. Detroit is one of many
shrinking American cities that have lost
half or more of their peak population. To
provide services across the same geogra-
phy with diminishing tax revenue, leaders
have turned to debt, austerity, bankruptcy
and even, in Michigan’s case, suspended
local democracy.

If this sounds overwhelming, it should.
In “Broke,” Jodie Adams Kirshner gives
sustained attention to the way ordinary
people in Detroit are making do. She fol-
lows seven of them — some lifelong resi-
dents, some more recent arrivals — as
they seek opportunities for themselves
and their families.

Kirshner, a research professor at New
York University, has taught bankruptcy
law, and one wishes for more of the clear-
eyed analysis that appears in her prologue
and epilogue. There she argues that it is a
mistake to view cities in isolation, as she
suggests Michigan’s government did,
rather than reckon with state and federal
policies that undermine them.

“Bankruptcy offers a legal process for
restructuring debt,” Kirshner writes. “It
does not address the deeply rooted prob-
lems that reduce municipal revenues.”
Leaders tout Detroit’s post-bankruptcy
comeback, pointing to improved commer-
cial investment and public services. But in
“Broke,” Kirshner shows the vast inter-
secting challenges yet to be faced.

She positions herself not as an expert,
but as a witness, closely following the day-
to-day lives of Miles, Charles, Robin, Reg-
gie, Cindy, Joe and Lola, as they struggle,
mostly, with property: where to live, how
to pay for it, and what it takes to make their
neighborhoods comfortable and safe.

“I had not set out to focus on real estate,”
Kirshner writes, “but it quickly became
clear to me that real estate encapsulated

many of the causes of Detroit’s bankruptcy
and the challenges the city has confronted
in bankruptcy’s wake.” A city of homeown-
ers has become a city of renters, vulnera-
ble to faraway speculators who buy prop-
erties in bulk. Today, as “Broke” illustrates,
despite the abundance of houses, it is ab-
surdly difficult for people who want to live
in Detroit to do so, thanks to stunted lend-
ing, predatory schemes and tax foreclo-
sure.

Many residents devise ingenious solu-
tions to the distorted real-estate market.
Joe imagines vacant lots as pocket parks
where children can play. Reggie puts
tremendous effort into rebuilding a house
stripped of pipes into a family home, and
then, after being cheated out of it, he does it
all over again in another stripped house. In
Cindy’s Brightmoor neighborhood, the
community transforms vacancy into flour-
ishing urban farms. Squatters are tacti-
cally deployed to protect empty houses.

But despite their persistence, Kirshner
demonstrates, there is simply no way that
these spirited citizens can do it alone. Nor
can their local government. The causes of
such profound disinvestment go beyond
Detroit’s borders and so must its solutions.

“Broke” pairs well with “Detroit Resur-
rected: To Bankruptcy and Back” (2016),
by Nathan Bomey, which explores the
high-stakes drama that emerges when you
put a city in bankruptcy court, while Kirsh-
ner centers on the lived experience of resi-
dents caught in the power struggle. One
tells the story from the top down; the other
from the ground up. Both are essential.

“Broke” also nods to recent changes in
Detroit’s central neighborhoods, where
businesses have reinvested, especially
companies owned by Dan Gilbert, the bil-
lionaire co-founder of Quicken Loans.
(Downtown’s unofficial nickname:
“Gilbertville.”) Streets are more walkable.
Gorgeous 1920s-era skyscrapers have
been brought back to life. But there is an
unsettling disconnect with the rest of the
city. Miles, an African-American construc-
tion worker, is desperate to get a job, per-
haps on one of Gilbert’s downtown devel-
opments. So, Kirshner reports, he “spent
his morning networking by handing out
business cards at his local laundromat.”
But, she adds, with quiet devastation, “nei-
ther Dan Gilbert nor his deputies did their
laundry there.”

Kirshner understands better than most
how bankruptcy is a tool, one she argues
public officials should not mistake for a so-
lution. Where bankruptcy has been most
useful, as in Boise County, Idaho, in 2011,
for example, it has addressed “one-time
debt imbalances, not the broader-scale de-
cline that cities like Detroit have suffered.”

In showcasing people who are persist-
ent, clever, flawed, loving, struggling and
full of contradictions, “Broke” affirms why
it’s worth solving the hardest problems in
our most challenging cities in the first
place. 0

City of Ruins
Bankruptcy isn’t Detroit’s only or even biggest problem.

By ANNA CLARK

BROKE
Hardship and Resilience in a City 
of Broken Promises 
By Jodie Adams Kirshner

342 pp. St. Martin’s Press. $28.99.

ANNA CLARK is the author of “The Poisoned
City: Flint’s Water and the American Urban
Tragedy.”
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bility to good fortune rather than to per-
sonal exceptionalism.

One such journalist is the New York
Times columnist Nicholas Kristof, who
grew up tending sheep on a small family
farm in rural Oregon in the 1960s and ’70s.
In “Tightrope: Americans Reaching for
Hope,” he and the journalist Sheryl
WuDunn, who is also his wife, offer a litany
of stories from across the country, revealing
the structural causes of countless so-called
personal failures among the working poor.
Most of these stories come from Kristof’s
hometown of Yamhill, population 1,105.

Yamhill, which thrived with blue-collar
industry just a few generations ago, serves
as a microcosm for a nation in which life
expectancy has alarmingly declined. One
in four of Kristof’s former peers died in
adulthood from substance-abuse dis-
orders, suicide, accidents or treatable
health conditions such as obesity and dia-
betes. “Tightrope” suggests why: a cor-
rupt and uniquely cruel economy in which
millions of underpaid or underemployed
Americans cannot afford education, health
care or housing. Familiar statistics on
these dismal trends take on fresh urgency
when juxtaposed with photos of Kristof’s
schoolmates who are now homeless or
dead.

The authors’ affection for Yamhill is the
heartbeat of the book. Kristof remains tied
to the strained community through friends
and the sheep farm, which is still in the
family, and WuDunn has been visiting the
area since she and Kristof became en-
gaged decades ago. In this way,
“Tightrope” avoids a problem common
among books about places authors have
“escaped.” Yamhill is not reflected through
a rearview mirror, distorted by a removed
author’s guilt, resentment or nostalgia.
Rather, it is conveyed up close by way of
detailed reporting on living people — inti-
mate access achieved because the authors,
while outliers with respect to their profes-
sional status and home on the opposite
coast, are also of the place.

Together, their first-person “we” has the
refreshing effect of fogging the authorial “I”
and keeping the spotlight on those they’ve
interviewed or memorialized — a popular
cheerleader and athlete who in middle age
froze to death while homeless; a wounded
veteran battling addiction and post-trau-
matic stress disorder; a woman who sur-
vived a homicidal husband only to bury four
out of five of her adult children. The individ-
ual tales in “Tightrope” cut across race, eth-
nicity and geography but share a theme of
economic misfortune in a nation plenty rich
enough to help if it cared to.

These stories are so numerous, in chap-
ters addressing the destruction of unions,
the war on drugs, insufficient health cover-
age, unaffordable housing and other fail-
ures of public policy, that we rarely get to
know one person deeply. But their number
conveys the breadth of financial struggle,
the exploration of which took the authors
to all 50 states.

Kristof and WuDunn have written four
other books together, and in 1990 became the

first married couple to receive a Pulitzer
Prize for journalism, for their reporting on
the Tiananmen Square protests and massa-
cre. (WuDunn was also the first Asian-
American woman to win that prize.) Their
partnership itself crosses cultural borders;
WuDunn grew up on Manhattan’s Upper
West Side and is now an investment adviser
at a New York securities firm. “Tightrope”’s
analysis of our country’s class problem
reads as lived understanding.

The authors reveal their liberal stances
but also validate sacrosanct conservative
ideas about work ethic and individual re-
sponsibility. The book’s resulting fixation
on substance abuse among the working
poor might turn off progressive readers
who would note that wealthier people are
seldom put under a microscope for the
same self-destructive behaviors. However,
Kristof and WuDunn show over and over
how “bad choices” are rooted in problems
bigger than the individual: childhood
abuse, lack of knowledge, dearth of re-
sources.

Kristof and WuDunn quote past and cur-
rent leaders from both political parties
who agree that capitalism is broken. Mean-

while, Republicans and Democrats alike
might find themselves surprised to learn
from “Tightrope” that “the needy” are
their intellectual and moral equals, or that
the only real difference between them and
the rural poor is the opportunities they re-
ceived.

Common objections to such empathy, at
least toward the white people in
“Tightrope” who identify as politically con-
servative, include “Why do they vote

against their best interest?” and “Why did
they vote for Trump?”

The presumed answer is often some rac-
ism or sexism unique to poor or working-
class whites — even though 45 percent of
college-educated white women voted for
Trump, even though support for Trump
was roughly the same across income
brackets.

Historically, economic crisis breeds fear
and vulnerability to manipulation by au-
thoritarians among groups perceiving a
loss of power; racism is indeed rife in a
country built on white supremacy. But
“Tightrope” catches what many analyses
miss about struggling communities across
color lines: an undercurrent of self-hatred,
in which people blame themselves for bad
outcomes and are loath to ask for a “hand-
out.” “One hazard of our social Darwin-
ism,” the authors write, “is that it is ab-
sorbed even by those who are themselves
on the bottom, leading them to stigmatize
themselves.”

Kristof and WuDunn acknowledge the
bravery required of their sources to share
painful realities in a society that has
shamed them. In one scene, as a 30-year-

old contractor is having 18 teeth pulled at a
free dental clinic in Virginia, the young
dentist laments the man’s case. The au-
thors describe the man’s anxious look, “sit-
ting in the chair as he was being talked
about.”

CAREFUL NOT TO PORTRAY their subjects
as one-dimensionally miserable, Kristof
and WuDunn document the tireless and
heroic ways in which the people they inter-
viewed tried, often with greater gumption
than many fortunate people will ever be
asked to summon. In Tulsa, Okla., a woman
recalls trying to enroll herself in ninth
grade after taking the necessary school
forms to the prison where her mother was
incarcerated on drug charges, in order to
procure her signature. Kristof’s rival for
class valedictorian, the daughter of a
county truck driver, found her studies de-
railed by teen pregnancy; she didn’t go to
college but she didn’t turn to drugs, either,
and through hard work with her husband
has kept the family afloat.

The authors praise the particular
strengths of one of Kristof’s lifelong
friends, who faced job loss, methamphet-
amine addiction, a criminal record and
obesity-related diabetes: When young
Kristof “drove the tractor through the
sheep shed wall (the second time), it was
Clayton who helped fix the shed. Or there
was the time Clayton managed to kill hun-
dreds of yellow jackets and destroy their
nest after Nick had fled in defeat.”

People like Clayton exist in other
wealthy nations, but statistically — thanks
to greater social safety nets elsewhere —
none fairs so poorly as Clayton in the
United States. “Tightrope” thus concludes
that America’s true exceptionalism is our
lack of concern for one another. To rectify
such a crisis, the authors argue, we cannot
rely on charity; only robust public policy
will suffice. They suggest that such poli-
cies should prioritize early childhood pro-
grams, high school graduation, universal
health coverage, access to contraceptives,
housing, jobs and government-issued sav-
ings bonds and monthly allowances for all
children. To those who say we can’t afford
it, they observe, “Everybody knows about
the cost of food stamps for the poor, but few
people are aware that the median taxpayer
is also subsidizing the corporate execu-
tives whose elegant French dinner is tax
deductible.”

“Tightrope”’s greatest strength is its ex-
altation of the common person’s voice,
bearing expert witness to troubles that
selfish power has wrought. But Kristof and
WuDunn interviewed official experts, too,
who are catching on to what marginalized
people have known all along.

“The American people think this system
is completely rigged,” Fred Wertheimer, a
longtime advocate for campaign finance
and government ethics reform, tells them.
“And they’re correct.” 0

Hard Times

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
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Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn.

SARAH SMARSH is the author of “Heartland: A
Memoir of Working Hard and Being Broke in
the Richest Country on Earth,” a finalist for
the National Book Award.
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Sometimes I, a full-grown adult, see a so-
called lift-the-flap book, meant for babies
and toddlers, and become almost tingly
with the desire to feel those cardboard tabs
under my fingers and discover what’s hid-
den behind each one. It makes me suspect
that interactive board books hit some pri-
mal sweet spot — and literacy research, it
turns out, backs up my instinct. Our brains
evolved to seek out and benefit from “mul-
tisensory” experiences, especially when
our cognitive abilities are still developing.
Young children exposed to books that en-
gage more than one sense tend to have bet-
ter comprehension and enthusiasm for
reading down the road.

Interactive books also stoke the desire to
solve a mystery. Some hidden thing waits
on every page. Peekaboo! Freud famously
described the conceal-and-reveal game ba-
bies love as an attempt to master, through
repetition, the emotional distress of a par-
ent’s occasional disappearance, then re-
appearance. Sure, but let’s not forget the
motivational power of plain old curiosity.

Readers of all ages: I am happy to
present a new batch of interactive books
that play masterfully with a baby’s or tod-
dler’s — well, with all of our — desire to
swing open that closed door, pull back that
curtain, charge over to the other side of
that hill to see what’s waiting there.

Elsa Mroziewicz has followed up one ter-
rific lift-the-flap book, “Peek-a-Who?,”
with another, PEEK-A-WHO TOO? (Minedition,

16 pp., $11.99; ages 1 to 4). With simple but
colorful and richly decorative illustrations
a cut above the usual board-book art, both
of these triangular-shaped books hide a
different animal under large flaps. Each
spread opens out from the center with
flaps that lift either up or down to form two

diamonds, and Mroziewicz uses the book’s
unusual shape to position the creatures in
interesting ways and add surprise: A croc-
odile’s jaw opens on either side, a monkey
spreads his arms over his head, a hibernat-
ing bear reclines.

But before you get there, a question
must be answered involving the animal’s
sound: “Who says whooo whooo?” or
“Who makes a whoop whoop?” Asking ba-
bies or toddlers to make or identify animal
sounds is a foolproof way to engage them
in the back and forth of a conversation, and
this book combines that pleasure with cle-
ver visual and tactile problem-solving.

The cover of Sam Boughton’s adorable
HELLO, DINOSAURS! (Templar Books/Candle-

wick Press, 16 pp., $12.99; ages 2 to 5) an-
nounces that it is “full of flaps and facts!”
and for some toddlers, enough said. Some-
thing about dinosaurs spurs on many chil-
dren to some rather advanced learning. (I
may never again equal the feeling of
achievement that came from spelling “ar-
chaeopteryx” at the dinner table for my
parents’ astonished friends.)

This book emphasizes that all things di-
nosaur are well within the reach of a 3-
year-old by strewing its pages with whim-
sical, collaged images of diverse, stylishly
dressed children frolicking with gigantic,
friendly-looking beasts. They climb the

ankylosaurus’s scaly back like a staircase,
or ride a pteranodon like a flying horse. Un-
der flaps of varying sizes are interesting
facts — the stegosaurus’s “brain was the
size of a plum.”

My one quibble is the “party’s over” tone
of the very last words: “All dinosaurs lived
during the Mesozoic Era, long before the
first humans. However, the dinosaurs in
this book did not all live in the same place
or at the same time.” Understood.

Lately publishers have been trying to
capture and update the Richard Scarry
vibe with books that feature a more con-
temporary-looking bustling town, as in
Raúl the Third’s fantastic “!¡Vamos! Let’s
Go to the Market,” which gives the concept
a Mexican-American spin. ALPHABET

STREET (Nosy Crow, 16 pp., $17.99; ages 2 to 5),
by Jonathan Emmett, illustrated by Ingela
P. Arrhenius with groovy, buoyant art in a
softly tropical palette, is another excellent
one for the youngest flap-lifters.

Shaped like a building with a triangular
roof, the book has two flaps per page: The
lower level is a store, the upper level a resi-
dence. We proceed alphabetically, begin-
ning with Aardvark asleep in her bed,
above a bakery where Bear bakes bread.
For many parents the key will be the subtle
diversity and modern feel of the creators’
choices. Dads as well as moms cook, clean
and care for children; the clothing is not
gender-stereotyped; someone uses a
wheelchair; and the animals’ fur colors
range from dark to light in ways that do not
evoke (as, alas, some children’s books us-
ing animals do) human skin-color preju-
dices. Another plus: The whole city folds
out accordion-style, so you can stand it up
to play.

Nicola Slater’s delightful WHERE IS MY

PINK SWEATER? (Abrams Appleseed, 22 pp.,

$8.99; ages 2 to 5) has flaps and tells a story
— and counts down from 10 to 1. A blue
creature called Rudy adores his pink
sweater, even though it’s “a bit too small

and showed his bellybutton.” But he can’t
find it. As he travels around his house
searching, he encounters numbered packs
of animals doing silly things: blackbirds in
the shower, crocs waiting in line for an out-
door toilet. Some pages have flaps, some
have peek-through die-cuts. When he finds
his sweater on his little sister, Trudy, whom
it fits, there’s a bonus lesson in graciously
forking over the hand-me-downs.

Finally, a shout-out to those interactive
books — brought to best-sellerdom by the
brilliant Hervé Tullet’s “Press Here” —
that have no flaps or mechanical action,
just an invitation to touch the pages and
use your own magic. THE BUTTON BOOK (Tun-

dra, 16 pp., $16.99; ages 0 to 5), written by
Sally Nicholls and wonderfully illustrated

by Bethan Woollvin, borrows and expands
on Tullet’s concept, though I’m sure he
wouldn’t mind. On each square page an an-
imal gang gathers around a different col-
ored button. The narrator asks, “I wonder
what happens when you press it?” The
blue one is a singing button: Everybody
sing! The pink one is a hug button. And so
on.

The last one is a sleep button. Good
night, children. More confirmation that
children’s book creators are unsung gen-
iuses. 0

Lift that flap, peek through that hole. These books
have even more hidden riches than meet the eye.

Children’s Books / Interactive / By Maria Russo

From “Peek-a-Who Too?”

From “Hello, Dinosaurs!”

From “Where Is My Pink Sweater?”

From “The Button Book.”

MARIA RUSSO is the children’s books editor of
the Book Review.

From “Alphabet Street.”
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UNCANNY VALLEY: A Memoir, by Anna Wiener. (MCD/
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, $27.) At 25, Wiener left a
low-paying publishing job and wound up in San
Francisco, in the hypercompetitive, male-domi-
nated, morally obtuse world of tech start-ups. Her
splendid memoir, stylish and unsparing, is a vital
reckoning with an industry awash in self-delusion.

THE HEAP, by Sean Adams. (Morrow/HarperCollins,
$26.99.) “The Heap” is about a pile of trash that
used to be a tower. There is easy symbolism to be
had in that contrast, but Adams is thankfully less
interested in allegory than in cutting satire. What
he’s really after, in this darkly comic narrative, is an
exploration of communal life.

TRUMP AND HIS GENERALS: The Cost of Chaos, by
Peter Bergen. (Penguin Press, $30.) As Bergen, the
author of several books on national security, shows,
Donald Trump’s relationship to the American mili-
tary is fraught because he has no understanding of
the martial virtues and seems to assume that sol-
diering is simply a matter of violence, even uncaged
brutality.

10 MINUTES 38 SECONDS IN THIS STRANGE WORLD, by
Elif Shafak. (Bloomsbury, $27.) At the opening of this
atmospheric novel by Shafak, a prolific British-
Turkish writer, the narrator, a prostitute, has been
murdered and left in an Istanbul rubbish bin. In the
minutes before her brain ceases to function, she
recalls her eventful life in vivid, sensuous detail.

A DREAM COME TRUE: The Collected Stories of Juan

Carlos Onetti. Translated by Katherine Silver. (Archi-
pelago, paper, $26.) Admired by Gabriel García
Márquez and Mario Vargas Llosa, Onetti, a Uru-
guayan who fled his country’s repressive regime in
the 1970s, ushered Spanish-language fiction into the
modern era. His surreal stories capture the anguish
and thwarted dreams of people under dictatorship.

THE CORNER THAT HELD THEM, by Sylvia Townsend
Warner. (New York Review Books Classics, paper,
$16.95.) The Black Death arrives, and the steeple
collapses, but little else happens in this novel’s
14th-century English convent. With wit and a decep-
tively spare style, Warner immerses the reader in
the ebb and flow of a small, fractious community.

A BOOKSHOP IN BERLIN: The Rediscovered Memoir

of One Woman’s Harrowing Escape From the

Nazis, by Françoise Frenkel. Translated by Stephanie
Smee. (Atria, $26.) A Jewish woman born in Poland
describes a life devoted to French literature, her
increasingly dangerous business selling French
books in 1930s Germany and her desperate flight
across occupied France.

CATFISHING ON CATNET, by Naomi Kritzer. (Tor Teen,
$17.99.) In this tender, funny, near-future Y.A.
thriller, a 17-year-old finds solace in an online chat
community called “Catnet” that’s run by cat-loving
artificial intelligence.

THE BISHOP’S BEDROOM, by Piero Chiara. Translated
by Jill Foulston. (New Vessel, paper, $15.95.) An exist-
ential Italian thriller that explores a dangerous
game of deception in the years just after World War
II. Set in and around Lake Maggiore, it depicts a
deadly romantic triangulation.
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 1 1 68WHERE THE CRAWDADS SING, by Delia Owens. (Putnam)  In a quiet town on the North 

Carolina coast in 1969, a young woman who survived alone in the marsh becomes a 

murder suspect.

 2 2 11THE GUARDIANS, by John Grisham. (Doubleday)  Cullen Post, a lawyer and Episcopal 

minister, antagonizes some ruthless killers when he takes on a wrongful conviction case.

 3 4 16THE INSTITUTE, by Stephen King. (Scribner)  Children with special talents are abducted 

and sequestered in an institution where the sinister staff seeks to extract their gifts.

 4  1THE LAST WISH, by Andrzej Sapkowski. (Orbit)  Linked stories follow the exploits of Geralt 

of Rivia, a monster-slaying mercenary.

 5  7THE NIGHT FIRE, by Michael Connelly. (Little, Brown)  Harry Bosch and Renée Ballard 

return to take up a case that held the attention of Bosch’s mentor.

 6 3 5CRISS CROSS, by James Patterson. (Little, Brown)  The 27th book in the Alex Cross 

series.

 7 6 9BLUE MOON, by Lee Child. (Delacorte)  Jack Reacher gets caught up in a turf war 

between Ukrainian and Albanian gangs.

 8 5 6A MINUTE TO MIDNIGHT, by David Baldacci. (Grand Central)  When Atlee Pine returns 

to her hometown to investigate her sister’s kidnapping from 30 years ago, she winds up 

tracking a potential serial killer.

 9 10 14THE TESTAMENTS, by Margaret Atwood. (Nan A. Talese/Doubleday)  In a sequel to “The 

Handmaid’s Tale,” old secrets bring three women together.

 10 8 15THE SILENT PATIENT, by Alex Michaelides. (Celadon)  Theo Faber looks into the mystery 

of a famous painter who stops speaking after shooting her husband.

 1 1 97EDUCATED, by Tara Westover. (Random House)  The daughter of survivalists, who is kept 

out of school, educates herself enough to leave home for university.

 2 2 56BECOMING, by Michelle Obama. (Crown)  The former first lady describes her journey from 

the South Side of Chicago to the White House, and how she balanced work, family and 

her husband’s political ascent.

 3 3 16TALKING TO STRANGERS, by Malcolm Gladwell. (Little, Brown)  Famous examples 

of miscommunication serve as the backdrop to explain potential conflicts and 

misunderstandings.

 4 4 11ME, by Elton John. (Holt)  The multi-award-winning solo artist’s first autobiography 

chronicles his career, relationships and private struggles.

 5 5 8SAM HOUSTON AND THE ALAMO AVENGERS, by Brian Kilmeade. (Sentinel)  The “Fox & 

Friends” host gives an account of the battle against the Mexican Army in 1836.

 6 7 11THE BODY, by Bill Bryson. (Doubleday)  An owner’s manual of the human body covering 

various parts, functions and what happens when things go wrong.

 7  87SAPIENS, by Yuval Noah Harari. (Harper)  How Homo sapiens became Earth’s dominant 

species.

 8 6 6A WARNING, by Anonymous. (Twelve)  A senior official in the Trump administration offers 

an assessment of the president and makes a moral appeal.

 9 10 2NO ONE IS TOO SMALL TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE, by Greta Thunberg. (Penguin)  

Speeches by the Swedish climate activist, including her address to the United Nations.

 10 12 8FINDING CHIKA, by Mitch Albom. (Harper)  Lessons learned by the Alboms when they 

bring a Haitian orphan with a life-threatening illness into their family.

Fiction Nonfiction

COMBINED PRINT AND E-BOOK BEST SELLERS SALES PERIOD OF DECEMBER 22-28

Best Sellers For the complete best-seller lists, visit
nytimes.com/books/best-sellers
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Behind the Scenes With Editors
“The first best seller I had was ‘The
Power of Habit,’ by Charles Duhigg. It
was also the first book I signed up, so it

had special signifi-
cance. That moment,
every Wednesday
afternoon, when the
list shows up in our
inboxes, is always fun
— tense, too. There’s
this moment of quiet as
the attachment opens,
and then you hear
screams and claps and
hell yesses echoing

over the floor. ‘The Power of Habit’ had
two publicists, a production editor, sev-
eral marketers and designers, a serial
rights person and a sales force that had
been working for months to make it a
success. It’s rare that a book hitting the
list is a total surprise, but there are nail-
biters and books that hit higher than we
expected and that’s a beautiful thing . . .
but not as beautiful as making that call to
an author who has worked so hard to
make her book a reality and telling her
that she is an official NYT best seller.
That moment never gets old; it’s impossi-
ble to be jaded about it. Sometimes they
get quiet, sometimes they cry, sometimes
they yell OH MY GOD. All of the above
are appropriate.” — Andy Ward, pub-
lisher, Random House

“When I told Susan Jane Gilman that
‘Hypocrite in a Pouffy White Dress’ was
a best seller, she was speechless and
Susan is never speechless. Her first call
was to her high school English teacher,
Frank McCourt.” — Amy Einhorn, pub-
lisher, Henry Holt

“I’m lucky to publish John Kenney, who
wrote a collection of fun, real poems
about beleaguered married people. This
was a fun side project for both of us, so
when the best-seller list came out after
the book had been out for a week, it didn’t
occur to me to check it. A few hollers
down the hall told me something was up.
Turned out, ‘Love Poems for Married
People’ was on that list! When we called
John, the phone rang, and then we heard,
‘This voice mail box is full and cannot
accept messages.’ When I finally reached
John, he was delighted and bewildered.
He said, ‘I was at the dentist!’” — Sally
Kim, editor in chief, Putnam

“I was with Elizabeth Kostova on a
tour stop in Chicago when Michael
Pietsch called to tell me ‘The Historian’
was No. 1 on the list and I think she and
I were both in shock — he said later that
my reaction seemed a little subdued.
Now that I’ve been able to make that
same Wednesday night call myself, I
know it’s one of the job’s best perks:
Whether they’re surprised or not, au-
thors are definitely glad to hear the
news.” —Reagan Arthur, publisher,
Little, Brown 0

Inside the List
ELISABETH EGAN

‘That mo-
ment never
gets old.’

WORKING, by Robert A. Caro. (Vin-
tage, $16.) In these brief personal
pieces, Caro excavates his experi-
ences creating his monumental
biographies of Robert Moses and
Lyndon Johnson. Our reviewer,
Harold Evans, called these reminis-
cences “iridescent, so many bril-
liant refractions of light from his
hard slog of discovering what life
has really meant for the people in
his narratives, the powerful and the
powerless.”

MAD, BAD, DANGEROUS TO KNOW:
The Fathers of Wilde, Yeats and

Joyce, by Colm Toibin. (Scribner,
$18.) Toibin assembles biographies
of three Dubliners, Sir William
Wilde, John B. Yeats and John
Stanislaus Joyce, whose sons, born
in a 30-year span, rose to the
height of literary prominence. The
Book Review’s Gregory Cowles
termed the book “an evocative,
engaging portrait.”

MOMENT OF TRUTH, by Lisa Scotto-
line. (Harper, $16.99.) In this sev-
enth of Scottoline’s Rosato and
Associates legal thrillers, an attor-
ney finds his wife dead and feels
compelled to protect the killer by
framing himself for the murder.
Just to be sure he’s convicted, he
picks the pricey firm’s least experi-
enced attorney to defend him, but
he underestimates her, and she
pursues theories of her own about
the crime.

THE LAST TEMPTATION OF RICK

PITINO: A Story of Corruption,

Scandal, and the Big Business of

College Basketball, by Michael
Sokolove. (Penguin, $17.) Sokolove
goes inside the F.B.I. investigation
that brought down Pitino and
exposed the hypocrisy embedded
in big-time college sports. Our
reviewer, Jay Jennings, called the
account “a tale as fresh as the
headlines.”

PEACHES GOES IT ALONE, by Frede-
rick Seidel. (Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
$15.) The New York poet’s usual
political and sexual themes are well
represented in this slim collection,
along with elegies for friends and
literary colleagues who have died.
The Book Review’s poetry col-
umnist, David Orr, has described
Seidel as the “darkest and strang-
est sort of poet.”

THE STREET, by Ann Petry. (Mariner,
$15.99.) Petry’s debut novel, which
was a literary event in 1946 and the
first book by a black woman to sell
more than a million copies, tells the
story of a newly single black
mother and her young son living in
Harlem and struggling against
racism and predation in their
neglected neighborhood. “Petry
will always feel on time,” The
Times’s Parul Sehgal wrote. “Her
kind of talent will always feel
startling and sui generis.”

Paperback Row / B Y M A R I A R U S S O

PRINT |  HARDCOVER BEST SELLERS

WEEKS 
ON LIST

THIS 
WEEK

LAST 
WEEK NonfictionTHIS 

WEEK
LAST 
WEEK Fiction WEEKS 

ON LIST

 1 1 69WHERE THE CRAWDADS SING, by Delia Owens. (Putnam)  In 

a quiet town on the North Carolina coast in 1969, a woman 

who survived alone in the marsh becomes a murder suspect.

 2 2 11THE GUARDIANS, by John Grisham. (Doubleday)  Cullen 

Post, a lawyer and Episcopal minister, antagonizes some 

ruthless killers when he takes on a wrongful conviction case.

 3 3 16THE INSTITUTE, by Stephen King. (Scribner)  Children 

with special talents are abducted and sequestered in an 

institution where the sinister staff seeks to extract their gifts.

 4 4 5CRISS CROSS, by James Patterson. (Little, Brown)  The 27th 

book in the Alex Cross series. Copycat crimes make the 

detective question whether an innocent man was executed.

 5 10 15THE TESTAMENTS, by Margaret Atwood. (Nan A. Talese/

Doubleday)  In a sequel to “The Handmaid’s Tale,” old secrets 

bring three women together as the Republic of Gilead’s 

theocratic regime shows signs of decay.

 6 5 9BLUE MOON, by Lee Child. (Delacorte)  Jack Reacher gets 

caught up in a turf war between Ukrainian and Albanian gangs.

 7 6 6A MINUTE TO MIDNIGHT, by David Baldacci. (Grand Central)  

When Atlee Pine returns to her hometown to investigate her 

sister’s kidnapping from 30 years ago, she winds up tracking 

a potential serial killer.

 8 11 13THE WATER DANCER, by Ta-Nehisi Coates. (One World)  

A young man who was gifted with a mysterious power 

becomes part of a war between slavers and the enslaved.

 9 8 7TWISTED TWENTY-SIX, by Janet Evanovich. (Putnam)  The 

26th book in the Stephanie Plum series. A New Jersey 

gangster’s associates go after a bounty hunter’s widowed 

grandmother.

 10 7 14THE DUTCH HOUSE, by Ann Patchett. (Harper)  A sibling 

relationship is impacted when the family goes from poverty 

to wealth and back again over the course of many decades.

 1 1 55BECOMING, by Michelle Obama. (Crown)  The former first 

lady describes how she balanced work, family and her 

husband’s political ascent.

 2 2 97EDUCATED, by Tara Westover. (Random House)  The 

daughter of survivalists, who is kept out of school, educates 

herself enough to leave home for university.

 3 4 16TALKING TO STRANGERS, by Malcolm Gladwell. (Little, 

Brown)  Famous examples of miscommunication serve 

as the backdrop to explain potential conflicts and 

misunderstandings.

 4 3 11ME, by Elton John. (Holt)  The multi-award-winning 

solo artist’s first autobiography chronicles his career, 

relationships and private struggles.

 5 5 8SAM HOUSTON AND THE ALAMO AVENGERS, by Brian 

Kilmeade. (Sentinel)  The “Fox & Friends” host gives an 

account of the battle against the Mexican Army in 1836.

 6 10 8FINDING CHIKA, by Mitch Albom. (Harper)  Lessons learned 

by the Alboms when they bring a Haitian orphan with a life-

threatening illness into their family.

 7 7 6A WARNING, by Anonymous. (Twelve)  A senior official in the 

Trump administration offers an assessment of the president 

and makes a moral appeal.

 8 9 8TRIGGERED, by Donald Trump Jr. (Center Street)  Forays 

into politics and views on liberals from the executive vice 

president of the Trump Organization. (†)

 9 6 11THE BODY, by Bill Bryson. (Doubleday)  An owner’s manual 

of the human body covering various parts, functions and 

what happens when things go wrong.

 10 11 11THE BOOK OF GUTSY WOMEN, by Hillary Rodham Clinton 

and Chelsea Clinton. (Simon & Schuster)  Profiles of women 

from around the world who have blazed trails and challenged 

the status quo.

An asterisk (*) indicates that a book’s sales are barely distinguishable from those of the book above. A dagger (†) indicates that some bookstores report receiving bulk orders.

SALES PERIOD OF DECEMBER 22-28



T H E N E W Y O R K T I M E S B O O K R E V I E W 21

AUDIO MONTHLY BEST SELLERS SALES PERIOD OF DECEMBER 1-28

THIS
MONTH

MONTHS 
ON LIST

 1 3THE GUARDIANS, by John Grisham. (Random 
House Audio)  Cullen Post, a lawyer and Episcopal 
minister, antagonizes some ruthless killers when 
he takes on a wrongful conviction case. Read by 
Michael Beck. 11 hours, 50 minutes unabridged.

 2 3THE GIVER OF STARS, by Jojo Moyes. (Penguin 
Audio)  In Depression-era Kentucky, five women 
refuse to be cowed by men or convention as they 
deliver books. Read by Julia Whelan. 13 hours, 52 
minutes unabridged.

 3 16WHERE THE CRAWDADS SING, by Delia Owens. 
(Penguin Audio)  A young woman who survived 
alone in the marsh becomes a murder suspect. 
Read by Cassandra Campbell. 12 hours, 12 
minutes unabridged.

 4 3THE DUTCH HOUSE, by Ann Patchett. 
(HarperAudio)  A sibling relationship is impacted 
when the family goes from poverty to wealth and 
back again over the course of many decades. Read 
by Tom Hanks. 9 hours, 53 minutes unabridged.

 5 1THE LAST WISH, by Andrzej Sapkowski. (Hachette 
Audio)  Linked stories follow the exploits of Geralt of 
Rivia, a monster-slaying mercenary. Read by Peter 
Kenny. 10 hours, 17 minutes unabridged.

 6 11THE SILENT PATIENT, by Alex Michaelides. 
(Macmillan Audio)  A famous painter stops 
speaking after shooting her husband. Read by Jack 
Hawkins and Louise Brealey. 8 hours, 43 minutes 
unabridged.

 7 1CONVICTION, by Denise Mina. (Hachette Audio)  A 
housewife’s secret past intersects with a true crime 
podcast. Read by Cathleen McCarron. 9 hours, 46 
minutes unabridged.

 8 1BLOOD OF ELVES, by Andrzej Sapkowski. (Hachette 
Audio)  The first book in the Witcher series. As war 
looms, Geralt of Rivia must protect the prophesied 
savior of the world. Read by Peter Kenny. 10 hours, 
55 minutes unabridged.

 9 3THE WATER DANCER, by Ta-Nehisi Coates. 
(Random House Audio)  A young man who was 
gifted with a mysterious power becomes part of a 
war between slavers and the enslaved. Read by Joe 
Morton. 14 hours, 14 minutes unabridged.

 10 2A MINUTE TO MIDNIGHT, by David Baldacci. 
(Hachette Audio)  When Atlee Pine returns to her 
hometown to investigate her sister’s kidnapping 
from 30 years ago, she winds up tracking a 
potential serial killer. Read by Brittany Pressley and 
Kyf Brewer. 12 hours, 11 minutes unabridged.

 11 4THE INSTITUTE, by Stephen King. (Simon & 
Schuster Audio)  Children with special talents 
are abducted and sequestered in an institution. 
Read by Santino Fontana. 18 hours, 59 minutes 
unabridged.

 12 2THE RISE OF MAGICKS, by Nora Roberts. 
(Brilliance)  The third book in the Chronicles of the 
One series. Fallon Swift goes up against an old 
foe. Read by Julia Whelan. 14 hours, 3 minutes 
unabridged.

 13 2THE FAMILY UPSTAIRS, by Lisa Jewell. (Simon & 
Schuster Audio)  Libby Jones learns the identity of 
her parents and inherits a London mansion, but this 
comes with a mystery of multiple murders. Read by 
Tamaryn Payne, Bea Holland and Dom Thornburn. 
9 hours, 35 minutes unabridged.

 14 3BLUE MOON, by Lee Child. (Random House Audio)  
Jack Reacher gets caught up in a turf war between 
Ukrainian and Albanian gangs. Read by Scott Brick. 
11 hours, 21 minutes unabridged.

 15 4NORSE MYTHOLOGY, by Neil Gaiman. 
(HarperAudio)  A modern retelling of Norse 
folklore. Read by the author. 6 hours, 29 minutes 
unabridged. 

 1 4TALKING TO STRANGERS, by Malcolm 
Gladwell. (Hachette Audio)  Famous examples 
of miscommunication serve as the backdrop to 
explain potential conflicts. Read by the author. 8 
hours, 42 minutes unabridged.

 2 2EMPIRE OF THE SUMMER MOON, by S.C. Gwynne. 
(Simon & Schuster Audio)  The story of Quanah 
Parker, the last chief of the Comanches. Read by 
David Drummond. 15 hours, 3 minutes unabridged.

 3 9MAYBE YOU SHOULD TALK TO SOMEONE, by 
Lori Gottlieb. (Audible Studios)  A psychotherapist 
becomes another therapist’s patient. Read 
by Brittany Pressley. 14 hours, 21 minutes 
unabridged.

 4 22EDUCATED, by Tara Westover. (Random House 
Audio)  The daughter of survivalists, who is kept out 
of school, educates herself enough to leave home 
for university. Read by Julia Whelan. 12 hours, 10 
minutes unabridged.

 5 14BECOMING, by Michelle Obama. (Random House 
Audio)  The former first lady describes her journey 
from the South Side of Chicago to the White 
House, and how she balanced work, family and her 
husband’s political ascent. Read by the author. 19 
hours, 3 minutes unabridged.

 6 3CATCH AND KILL, by Ronan Farrow. (Hachette 
Audio)  The Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter details 
some surveillance and intimidation tactics used to 
pressure journalists and elude consequences by 
certain wealthy and connected men. Read by the 
author. 10 hours, 43 minutes unabridged.

 7 23BORN A CRIME, by Trevor Noah. (Audible Studios)  
A memoir about growing up in South Africa by the 
host of “The Daily Show.”  Read by the author. 8 
hours, 50 minutes unabridged.

 8 22EXTREME OWNERSHIP, by Jocko Willink and Leif 
Babin. (Macmillan Audio)  Applying the principles of 
Navy SEALs leadership training to any organization. 
Read by the authors. 8 hours, 15 minutes 
unabridged.

 9 21SAPIENS, by Yuval Noah Harari. (Harper Audio)  
How Homo sapiens became Earth’s dominant 
species. Read by Derek Perkins. 15 hours, 17 
minutes unabridged.

 10 2A WARNING, by Anonymous. (Twelve)  A senior 
official in the Trump administration offers an 
assessment of the president and makes a moral 
appeal. Read by Robert Fass. 8 hours, 57 minutes 
unabridged.

 11 2OUTLIERS, by Malcolm Gladwell. (Hachette Audio)  
Unexpected factors that explain why some people 
succeed, such as upbringing, timing and 10,000 
hours of deliberate practice. Read by the author. 7 
hours, 17 minutes unabridged. 

 12 1WHY WE SLEEP, by Matthew Walker. (Simon & 
Schuster Audio)  A neuroscientist uses recent 
scientific discoveries to explain the functions of 
sleep and dreams. Read by Steve West. 13 hours, 
52 minutes unabridged.

 13 3DEAR GIRLS, by Ali Wong. (Random House Audio)  
The comedian dispenses her brand of wisdom 
through letters to her children. Read by Justin 
Hakuta and the author. 6 hours, 20 minutes 
unabridged.

 14 3BLOWOUT, by Rachel Maddow. (Random House 
Audio)  The MSNBC host argues that the global oil 
and gas industry has weakened democracies and 
bolstered authoritarians. Read by the author. 15 
hours, 33 minutes unabridged.

 15 1SAY NOTHING, by Patrick Radden Keefe. (Random 
House Audio)  A look at the conflict in Northern 
Ireland known as the Troubles. Read by Matthew 
Blaney. 14 hours, 40 minutes unabridged.

Audio Fiction Audio NonfictionTHIS
MONTH

MONTHS 
ON LIST

Audiobook rankings are composed of sales in the United States of digital and physical audio products from the previous month. Sales of titles are statistically weighted to represent 

and accurately reflect all outlets proportionally nationwide. Free-trial or low-cost trial audiobook sales are not eligible for inclusion. Publisher credits for audiobooks are listed under 

the audiobook publisher name. ONLINE: For more lists and a full explanation of our methodology, visit www.nytimes.com/books/best-sellers.

AVAILABLE WHEREVER

BOOKS ARE SOLD

A visual celebration of the
history-making women
of the 116th Congress
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OUR WILD CALLING

How Connecting With Animals Can Transform Our Lives

— and Save Theirs

By Richard Louv
Illustrated. 308 pp. Algonquin. $27.95.

A scuba diving marine biologist, pulled
down by a huge octopus, is running out of
air — but after the two make eye contact,
the octopus begins to disentangle, and they
come to the surface together. A big cat ex-
pert and a wild jaguar cross paths in a for-
est in Belize and end up sitting down, look-

ing into each other’s eyes — in peace. Tales like these, of
transcendent interactions with untamed creatures, are at
the heart of “Our Wild Calling.”

Louv, a well-known nature writer and coiner of the term
“nature deficit disorder,” has long argued for the benefits
of (respectful) contact with nature. These connections, he
says, can do more than make us feel good: They can also
help us save wildlife and our world. With ongoing extinc-
tions, climate change and the resulting shifts in habitat,
there is an urgent need for humans to make space, share
space and get along with other species.

In making his case, Louv deftly brings together cut-
ting-edge science, longstanding wisdom and recent
discoveries, along with wonder and humor, while never
losing sight of the magic that’s possible when humans
and nonhumans connect.

“To fully protect anything,” he says, “we must know it,
love it, act in mindful reciprocity — giving back to ani-
mals as they give to us.” He provides many examples of
large and small conservation efforts that do give back,
like vast, safe wildlife corridors that include bridges over
and tunnels under highways, and improvements that
create nature-friendly cities.

Louv says that it’s possible to “choose empathy over
separation or superiority. We can take strange comfort in
the knowledge that zebra finches experience REM sleep,
that dolphins recognize themselves in mirrors, that our
early ancestors may have been domesticated by wolves.”
That bit about the wolves, by the way? Louv has fun
citing the work of the author who refers to it — I love
this — as the “lupification” of “human behavior, habits,
and even ethics.”

This is a book that offers hope. Who knows? Maybe
some of those old lupine lessons of warmth and even
love have stuck with our species after all.

THE HIDDEN WORLD OF THE FOX

By Adele Brand
Illustrated. 213 pp. Morrow/HarperCollins. $24.99.

Its skull may fit neatly into her hand, but the
essence of vulpes vulpes, the red fox — as
the British ecologist Brand makes abun-
dantly clear — is far too complex to grasp so
easily.

In “The Hidden World of the Fox,” her ode
to this familiar yet mysterious creature,

Brand provides fox basics: how they evolved, their mod-
ern reputation, what we still don’t know about them and
how we can better coexist with them. For coexist we do:
Red foxes range over four continents, “from Alaska to
Australia, via Saudi Arabia, Belarus and Tibet,” and
thrive in environments as varied as cities, deserts and
rain forests.

Having spent decades observing them, Brand often
writes in characteristic field lingo. The female is a vixen,
a male a dogfox. A fox family is a “skulk” and dens are
“earths.” For sustenance, a fox generally needs a daily
rat, or the caloric equivalent — roughly nine voles, for
instance.

Brand, who has set out to write of foxes as an “honest
biographer,” is by turns lyrical, salty, funny and scholarly
as she describes the nuances of fox existence. Foxes are
not social, exactly, she notes — they can’t compete with
the “intensely cooperative” wolf pack — but “there are
moments in which they appear to enjoy not being alone.”

While her writing about fox issues can occasionally
verge on crankiness — misleading information in British
tabloids regarding the behavior or habits of wild foxes
annoys her — for this naturalist who grew up in Eng-
land’s Surrey Hills, the sight of foxes can lift her prose
into poetry, as when she describes the “gentle amble” of
a handsome fox hunting voles in frosty winter meadows
and weaving through the “quiet tussocky grasses.”

ANIMALKIND

Remarkable Discoveries About Animals and the

Revolutionary New Ways to Show Them Compassion

By Ingrid Newkirk and Gene Stone
294 pp. Simon & Schuster. $27.

In this compendious book, Newkirk, the
founder of People for the Ethical Treatment
of Animals, and Stone, an author and co-
author of numerous titles, have two separate
but closely related agendas.

The first half of “Animalkind: Remarkable
Discoveries About Animals and the Revolu-

tionary New Ways to Show Them Compassion” de-
scribes the wonders of the animal world, offering a tor-
rent of stories and research findings. Meant to evoke
both admiration and empathy, the content ranges from
animal achievements — male dung beetles haul 1,100
times their body weight! — to research and observations
on the emotional lives of animals. Elephants, for in-
stance, have been observed removing tranquilizer darts
from friends, or tending to their wounds.

The tone in this section is often light and jokey:
“Rolling a ball of poo is not quite as easy as it may seem
to all of you who have never tried it,” the authors note.
They compare the cannibalistic courtship of the praying
mantis to a bad Tinder date, and their disquisition on the
male elephant’s hormonal state of “musth” is headlined
“Musth-Dos.”

The second half focuses on animal exploitation in four
areas — science, clothing, entertainment and food. Natu-
rally, the jokes pretty much stop here, giving way to grim
anecdotes about past abuses, like blow-torching pigs in
order to study burn treatments. Still, the overall theme
in this section is that kindness to animals is possible.

And the authors offer a road map to such improve-
ment, including practical advice for readers interested in
reducing the harm their lifestyle does to animals: Switch
to a plant-based diet, avoid purchasing leather goods,
become a more involved advocate.

ILLUSTRATION BY JOHN GALL

VICKI CONSTANTINE CROKE is the author of “Elephant Company: The Inspiring Story of an Unlikely Hero and the Animals Who Helped Him Save Lives in World War II.”

      The Shortlist / Animals / By Vicki Constantine Croke
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Sketchbook / Comic Relief / By Jerry Craft

JERRY CRAFT is the author and illustrator of the graphic novel “New Kid,” winner of the 2019 Kirkus Prize for Young Readers’ Literature.




