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INTRODUCTION

his encyclopedia is intended as a guide to con-

temporary fiction writers in English, “contem-
porary” meaning, for our purposes, writers born
after 1959. From that pool we selected those writ-
ers who have received the highest literary acclaim.
Some of them, such as David Foster Wallace,
Chang-rae Lee, and Sherman Alexie, already have
well-established reputations and have become
fixtures on college syllabi. Others, such as Nell
Freudenberger, Z. Z. Packer, and David Mitchell,
are now just beginning to claim a wide audience
and an institutional foothold.

At first glance, the staggeringly rich and
diverse amalgam of literary talent gathered under
the rubric “Contemporary Literature in English”
would appear to defy any attempt at overall char-
acterization. While no author here came of literary
age before the 1980s, and while most are currently
residing in Britain or America, their roots stem
from countries and histories scattered all over the
Western world, from the endless, debilitating stasis
of Daniel Alarcén’s Peru and the brutal misery of
Edwidge Danticat’s Haiti, to the weird nowhere-
land of Douglas Coupland’s Canada and through-
out that vast and self-contradictory abstraction
known as the British Commonwealth. Even in
Britain and America they give voice to a swarm of
ethnicities, religions, classes, and walks of life.

Indeed, if we hold in mind, almost as a
thought experiment, the vestigial profile of the
canonic Western literary sensibility (the CWLS)—
that white, middle-class, Christian, Anglo-Saxon
male who even to this day fights a stubborn rear-
guard action, largely in spite of himself, in the halls

of academia—we can discover the first characteris-
tic defining (roughly but in the main) the authors
here assembled. With few exceptions—and they
mostly prove the rule—they are natives or landed
immigrants of a country one might call Somewhere
Else Entirely. Even those, such as Bret Easton Ellis,
Rick Moody, or David Foster Wallace, who were
born near the very epicenter of that canonic sensi-
bility, seem inevitably to have gained an early citi-
zenship in this strange world.

However, and this may be taken as a second
characteristic of the species, for all the diversity
of their homogeneous origins, an overwhelm-
ing number were “schooled” in the art of writing,
in ways and at establishments that were and still
are profoundly shaped by the canonical sensibility
they defy. Indeed, a surprising number graduated
with  M.EA.s—those modern, seemingly oxy-
moronic degrees in academic creativity—from a
single creative writing program: the lowa Writers’
Workshop, founded in 1936 by Wilbur Schramm,
who received an M.A. in American civilization at
Harvard University and a Ph.D. in English at the
University of lowa and who had no creative back-
ground at all but was known by the somewhat omi-
nous title of “the father of communications.” The
result, at times, seems a strange sort of uniformity,
as if one wandered through an enormous depart-
ment store that sold a seemingly infinite variety of
the same thing.

Those who truly did come from somewhere
else entirely, like Danticat and Alarcén, or
Sherman Alexie—born and raised on the Spo-
kane Indian Reservation in Wellpinit, Washington
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(pop. 1,100)—in many ways, ironically, preserve
the best and strongest traits of the CWLS, writ-
ing with passionate engagement, unmediated by
ironic distance or hyper-sophistication, of worlds
rich in experience and human resonance, for all
the appalling circumstances they often narrate.
Whereas—and this may serve as a third charac-
teristic of the species—the nearer we approach
the (vestigial) epicenter of the CWLS, now
Somewhere Else Entirely, the more we encounter
an almost suffocating, metaphysical irony, feed-
ing unhealthily on itself for want of other food.
Nowhere, perhaps, is this more or more sadly evi-
dent than in the case of the late David Foster Wal-
lace, who committed suicide in 2008 and whose
1,096-page Infinite Jest, an epochal touchstone of
contemporary literature in English, may be seen
as a relentless yet doomed attempt to escape the
ironic through an excess of irony. “The next real
literary ‘rebels’ in this country,” Wallace wrote in
his essay “E Unibus Pluram” (From the ones the
many), “might well emerge as some weird bunch
of anti-rebels, born oglers who dare somehow to
back away from ironic watching, who have the
childish gall actually to endorse and instantiate
single-entendre principles. Who treat plain old
untrendy human troubles and emotions in U.S. life
with reverence and conviction. Who eschew self-
consciousness and hip fatigue” (81).

This preoccupation with irony may be the
single most definitive quality of the literature here
assembled; evident even—perhaps most vividly—
in instances where the author attempts to over-
come it, as in What Is the What: The Autobiography
of Valentino Achek Deng, A Nowel, the harrowing
tale of a Sudanese “lost boy,” told by Dave Eggers,
native of the middle-class Chicago suburb of Lake
Forest and graduate of the University of Illinois in
Urbana-Champaign.

The rise of irony deserves at least a summary
historical sketch. Excepting those authors who
were born and raised entirely outside the Anglo-

American milieu, virtually all our authors came of
literary age in the 1980s. And with the elections
of Thatcher and Reagan, in 78 and '80 respec-
tively, it was as if a well-heeled 1950s couple had
returned to their suburban ranch estate to find
the brutally hung-over remains of a generation-
long house party—and cleaned house. The jaded,
drug-addled cynicism, apathy, and quietism of the
"70s was swept into the trash, and new rules laid
down for living in this house. An entire generation
of youth was put on permanent curfew and denied
the car keys. Neatness, propriety, and presentability
became the norm, and rebellion and entropic pas-
sion in all its forms became a matter for the bed-
room and the basement. Little wonder that irony
attained a kind of apotheosis: with nowhere to
go, and not much to do, confined and baffled by
restrictions and expectations long despised, Some-
where Else Entirely was the only place to be.

We may very roughly distinguish, then, three
subspecies within the broader species of contem-
porary literature in English: (1) this latter true and
troubled vestige of the CWLS; (2) the new, “anti-
rebels,” who, like the Goths and Vandals of old,
come to Rome from the outside and recover its
original virtues in a new and vigorous form; and (3)
a varied host of authors who continue, on a modest
but by no means unrewarding scale, the traditional
praxis of the CWLS, telling good stories, exploring
contemporary concerns with sensitivity and skill,
and holding an old but trusty mirror up to nature.

Perhaps the single most dominant theme of
this literature as a whole is that of intersection or
hybridity, whether it be racial, familial, psychologi-
cal (especially surrounding questions of personal
identity), ethnic, geographical, cultural, aesthetic,
or linguistic (as in the Ebonics of Ricardo Cortez
Cruz’s Straight Outta Compton). Hybrid anatomies,
unstable intersections, gaps and fissures proliferate;
countless narratives revolve around them like stars
around black holes, forming a literature of the 21st
century.
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Satire might be defined as art in reverse. Rather
than revealing pearls of beauty buried in the
scummy details of our daily existence, it reveals
hidden ugliness lurking beneath life’s most shim-
mering and smiling surfaces. But the present
moment—in which the world, as Thomas Fried-
man informs us, is flat, and everything in it, as Ivan
Karamazov foretold, is permitted—seems to pres-
ent few reliable distinctions between the sacred
and profane, between theology and marketing,
between treasure and rubbish. (Perhaps this prob-
lem is nothing new; the Roman satirist Juvenal was
so exasperated with the superficiality of life in the
first century that he found it “harder not to write
satire.”) If it has become increasingly easy to tell a
joke, it has become increasingly difficult to have it
really mean anything.

In GARY SHTEYNGART’s first novel, The
RUSSIAN DEBUTANTE’S HANDBOOK, the recur-
ring metaphor for any such facile enterprise was
“hunting cows.” Its scene was the supposedly
blithe decade following the fall of the Berlin
Wall, in which the world “with the exception of
the nascent slaughter in the Balkans, the African
Horn, the ex-Soviet periphery, and of course the
usual carnage in Afghanistan, Burma, Guate-
mala, the West Bank, Belfast, and Monrovia . . .
was a sensible place” (RDH 221). His sophomore
effort, Absurdistan, hunts more dangerous game
in the even more senseless decade that follows.
Absurdistan is a term that Eastern Bloc dissidents
like Vaclav Havel used to designate a hopelessly

dysfunctional situation, and Shteyngart occa-
sionally relapses into hunting cows: Absurdistan’s
Timofey, for example, cherishes an electric iron
as Debutante’s Rybakov cherished an electric fan,
and the novel laughs at a Petersburg thug’s frus-
trated attempts to register the internet domain
“www.ruslan-the-enforcer.com” (65). However,
Absurdistan offers a number of more challeng-
ing satiric profanities, for instance a marketing
survey that analyzes the “oversaturation of the
Holocaust brand” (269) but offers hope for its
revival because it is “better documented” than
the average genocide (267), or a Halliburton
accounting trick in which the greedy chieftains
of two rival ethno-religious sects are convinced
to stage an artificial civil war.

Shteyngart even verges on the ultimate pro-
fanity for a post-9/11 Manhattanite: a slapstick
redestruction of the World Trade Center. In a scene
describing the bombing of an American-built sky-
scraper in the fictional oil fiefdom of Absurdisvani,
which is linked in an earlier ode to the “invincible”
Twin Towers (29), he observes that “the West,
when stripped bare” is “essentially a series of cheap
plastic components, pneumatic work chairs, and
poorly framed motivational posters” (285). Yet
Shteyngart has expressed bafflement at Absurdis-
tan’s failure to create satiric friction. “I expected a
lot of State Department people to hate me, a lot
of Azerbaijani people to hate me, a lot of . .. soci-
ety people to hate me,” he tells Atlantic Monthly, “1
wanted all of them to come out for a public lynch-
ing, but it didn’t happen.”
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Although both novels chronicle a forced exile
from New York, what friction Absurdistan does
achieve comes by reversing the dilemma of Debu-
tante’s anemic antihero Vladimir Girshkin, who
lusts for the fortune that will buy him upward social
mobility. Absurdistan’s Misha Vainberg, “son of the
1,238th-richest man in Russia” (3), has unlimited
wealth and status but nothing useful to do with it.
As various characters chorally inform him in each
chapter, he is “a sophisticate and a melancholic”
who should content himself with his vague “multi-
culturalist” humanism—he hatches plans to provide
bottled water and snacks to Cuban boat refugees”
(67) and “airlift twenty progressive social workers”
into the Petersburg slums (104)—and leave the
world’s ethical grownups to their own devices.

Misha’s father, Boris, is the most psychologi-
cally and narratively salient of those grownups,
a prosperous New Russian mobster universally
renowned for selling Halliburton a useless “eight-
hundred kilogram screw” (116). His fanatical Zion-
ism and the “cloying” and suggestively pedophilic
“Russian affection” (vii) he directs toward his son
represent the historical shackles from which the
resolutely cosmopolitan Misha cannot buy his
escape. Just before Misha begins his freshman year
of college, Boris arranges for his circumcision in a
Chinatown hospital “reeking of mildew and fried
rice” (34), which is gruesomely botched by reveling
Hasids who have baled a bathtub of onion-flavored
vodka with plastic party cups.

The novel as a whole is a delirious nightmare
of wrenching juxtapositions: a pidgin R&B musical
staged at a Halliburton barbecue by Absurdi pros-
titutes, a tank assault on a McDonald’s in which
Ronald and Grimace become “human shields”
(147), a street gang of religious fanatics who loot
an upscale perfumery that sells “the odour of the
Bronx” (118) and dream of a “violent, sexy life

. in the Los Angeles metropolitan area” (265).
Unfortunately, the war is not “exciting enough”
(254) to capture the fickle attention of the West-
ern media, yet in one of its sharpest ironies, the tale
ends on September 11, 2001, when, for Shteyngart,
the West itself will become Absurdistan.

Misha, alias Snack Daddy, an “incorrigible
fatso” (3) in the tradition of Rabelais’s Gargan-
tua, also betters Debutante’s third-person narrator

in his ability to convey an absurd world’s sumptu-
ous feast of tastes and smells. His father’s widow
smells of a “strong British breath mint, and the
sulfuric undercurrent of lamb’s tongue” (85), and
an Absurdi warlord’s daughter like “ripe green
papaya” (199), while his “multicultural” Bronx
sweetheart Rouenna (33) has “fast-food breath”
and “caramelized summertime breasts” (x). Even
the “buckwheat kasha and used underwear” of the
Hasids’ cramped apartment (20), and the “sweet
and sickly and masculine” scent of “spent rocket
fuel,” (253) are comestible, and given Misha’s syn-
esthesia—he is at one point aroused by a particu-
larly orange towel—so too is “the morning glare of
foam and pollution” that renders the Caspian Sea
the “bruised pink color of corned beef” (180).

Though Shteyngart is a contributing editor
to Travel + Leisure—the source of Absurdistan
can be found in an article he wrote for the maga-
zine describing a jaunt to the Azerbaijani capital,
Baku—the travel and leisure of his enormously
sympathetic and perceptive protagonist imply
the ethical bankruptcy of globalized hedonism.
Vainberg laments his “impotence and collusion
in everything around” him (37), and fears that
“there’s no way to be good” in a world that is “all
wrong, wrong, wrong” (157). The unbridgeable
gap between consumerism and active goodness is
typified by the rationalization of his own pornog-
raphy habit: “I wanted to go back to my room and
look at the poor girls on the internet some more.
[ wanted to tear their tormentors apart with both
hands” (161).

But at the same time, Vainberg represents
Shteyngart’s defiant rejection of any attempt to
sanctify renunciation, which concentrates in his
disgust for Orthodox Judaism’s “codified system of
anxieties” (88). The broader implication here is
that both capitalism and jihad misunderstand the
true nature of pleasure, which inheres, like satire,
in perverse bursts of iconoclasm—Misha fondly
recalls the pre-perestroika poverty in which he
and Boris would “trap the neighbor’s anti-Semitic
dog in a milk crate and take turns peeing on it”
(25)—and in isolated and tenuous acts of iconic
construction.

This sensitivity to the anatomy of pleasure,
and its relation to both goodness and well-being, is
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a kind of shared thematic thread weaving through
the work of an otherwise staggeringly diverse host
of influences that Shteyngart explicitly cites in the
novel, among them Ivan Goncharov, Isaac Babel,
Ivan Turgenev, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Lev Tolstoy,
Raymond Carver, Herman Melville, William Dean
Howells, and Joseph Heller.
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Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi (1977~ )
Nigerian novelist and short story writer
Adichie is the author of two critically acclaimed
novels, PURPLE HIBISCUS (2003) and HALF OF
A YELLOW SUN (2006), as well as dozens of short
stories. Her fiction has won respect in both Nigeria
and the West for offering vivid portraits of modern
Nigeria and for providing nuanced depictions of
sensitive topics like child abuse, government cor-
ruption, and war.

Born in Enugu, Nigeria, to Igbo parents Grace
Ifeoma and James Nwoye Adichie, Chimamanda
Adichie grew up in the university town of Nsukka.
When she was seven, her family moved into the
house once occupied by Igbo novelist Chinua
Achebe, whom she cites as the most important
influence on her work. Adichie claims that by writ-
ing about Nigeria, Achebe showed her that she too
could write about her world (McGrath).

At the age of 19, Adichie gave up her study of
medicine and pharmacy at the University of Nige-
ria for a scholarship to Drexel University in Phila-
delphia. She studied communications at Drexel
for two years before moving to Connecticut to live
with her sister. Adichie received her degree from
Eastern Connecticut State in 2001, graduating
with a major in communications and a minor in
political science. It was during her senior year that
she started work on her first novel, Purple Hibiscus.

Since completing her undergraduate degree,
she has received a master’s degree in creative writ-
ing from Johns Hopkins, and a Hodder fellowship
at Princeton for the 2005-06 academic year, which
allowed her to work on her second novel, Half of
a Yellow Sun. Currently, Adichie is working toward
a degree in African studies at Yale, and she con-
tinues to divide her time between Nigeria and the
United States.

Adichie’s earliest publications include a vol-
ume of poetry, Decisions (1998), and a play, For
Love of Biafra (1998), which first evidenced her
enduring interest in Biafran history. Since then, she
has turned her energy to fiction; award-winning
short stories include: “You in America,” “Half of a
Yellow Sun” (which she developed into the novel
of the same name), and “The American Embassy.”

Her debut novel, Purple Hibiscus, was a popular
and critical success, earning Adichie the Common-
wealth Writer’s Prize and the Hurston/Wright Leg-
acy Award. Purple Hibiscus opens with the phrase,
“Things started to fall apart at home,” echoing her
predecessor Achebe’s well-known novel, Things
Fall Apart, offering him tribute but also invit-
ing readers to make connections. Adichie’s novel
might be read as an update of Achebe’s work.
Where his novel focused on the colonial encoun-
ter between British and Igbo culture, hers explores
the legacy of this encounter in modern Nigeria.
Adichie’s characters show how Nigerians navigate
this inheritance in different ways. Papa Eugene,
the patriarch of the family, allies himself with Brit-
ish culture and rejects his father, who retains Igbo
culture. Eugene’s sister, Ifeoma, attempts a com-
promise, blending elements of both cultures. The
other major update is the focus on female experi-
ence; Adichie tells her story through the eyes of
the 15-year-old Kambili, and the story is the record
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of her coming of age, of her growing understand-
ing of the abuse she is suffering at the hands of her
religiously fanatic father, and her development of a
voice. While Adichie sets this story in her child-
hood hometown of Nsukka, the violent family
dynamic is not based on her own experiences.

Adichie followed the success of Purple Hibiscus
with the Orange Broadband winner Hdlf of a Yel-
low Sun, which revisits the Biafran War. The title
refers to the Biafran flag, and the story chronicles
the war that split Nigeria in the late 1960s, leav-
ing Igbos to fight for an independent republic of
Biafra. In order to capture the details that would
make the story authentic, Adichie did a great deal
of oral research, interviewing the previous genera-
tion of Nigerians, including her father, about their
memories of the war. With chapters that alternate
between the perspective of the young houseboy
Ugwu, the upper-class Igbo Olanna, and the Brit-
ish writer Richard, Adichie is able to create a com-
plex picture of events and emotions. Within the
novel, Adichie addresses the question of who has
the right to tell the story of the war, and in inter-
views she admits she was nervous about how read-
ers would react to her telling a story that happened
before she was born and that represents a painful
chapter of Nigeria’s history. But her deft handling
of the material has received widespread praise from
Nigerians, including Achebe (Gonzalez).

Adichie plans to focus her next novel on Nige-
rian immigrant experience. Her own crossing of
borders has sparked debates about how to classify
her work. She has been grouped with other young
Nigerian writers, Helon Habila and lke Oguine,
as third-generation Nigerian writers. She has also
been categorized with African women writers in
Nigeria, predecessors such as Flora Nwapa and
Buchi Emecheta. Even more broadly, her atten-
tion to violence against women has been compared
by the literary critic Heather Hewett to the work
of Yvonne Vera, EDWIDGE DANTICAT, and Tsitsi
Dangarembga. Adichie acknowledges her part in
“a real renaissance in Nigerian writing” (“Author
Profile” 5) but has resisted the idea that she needs
to pick one identity to represent her writing as
Nigerian, or African, or African-American, hoping
that instead of worrying so much about the labels,
readers will appreciate the stories she has to tell.
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Alarcon, Daniel (1977- ) Peruvian novelist,
short story writer

Alarcén is the author of one short story collection,
WAR BY CANDLELIGHT, and one novel, Lost City
Radio. Many of his stories take place in Alarcon’s
native Peru, often focusing on that country’s vio-
lent history and its effect on the present, from the
perspective of those most haunted by the past. Like
his short stories, Lost City Radio concerns violence,
memory, and family, and offers an unsparing view
of the poverty and violence of present-day Latin
America, a region it portrays as haunted by its
bloody past. Alarcén also writes about the effects
of economic and cultural globalization on Latin
American society, often in Etiqueta Negra, the
Spanish-language magazine of which he is associ-
ate editor.

Alarcén was born in Lima, Peru, in 1977. In
1980, his family fled the rising political violence
in Peru, settling in a suburb of Birmingham, Ala-
bama. Later he attended Columbia University in
New York, graduating with a bachelor’s degree
in anthropology. In 2001, he received a Fulbright
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scholarship to Peru, where he taught photography
to students in San Juan de Lurigancho, a shanty-
town in Lima. He began many of the stories col-
lected in War by Candlelight during this time,
setting them in Lima’s marginal neighborhoods.
The next year he returned to the United States to
study at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, graduating
with a master of fine arts degree in 2004.

In 2003, his short story “City of Clowns” was
published in The New Yorker, and since then his
stories and nonfiction have appeared in Harper’s,
Virginia Quarterly Review, and n+1, as well as in the
Best American Non-Required Reading anthologies for
2004 and 2005. His essay “What kind of Latino am
[?” concerning his reception as a successful, young
Latino writer, appeared in the online magazine
Salon.com in 2005. He has received Guggenheim
and Lannan Fellowships, a Whiting Award, and a
National Magazine Award. War by Candlelight was
a finalist for the 2006 PEN/Hemingway Founda-
tion Award.

Reviewers have compared Alarcén’s fiction to
that of JHUMPA LAHIRI, another writer whose spare
style recounts often-heartbreaking stories of migra-
tion and loss. In an interview with Vinnie Wil-
helm, Alarcén cites his admiration for the “quietly
violent” short stories of Mexican writer Juan Rolfo,
as well as the “fiercely intelligent” Argentine Jorge
Luis Borges. He consciously rejects the magical
realist style that, to his mind, has come to define
the popular perception of Latin American fiction.

His writing hews closely to the reality of life
in Lima because, he says, “The fact is there are
more places in the world like Lima than there are
like the pleasant, leafy suburb where I was raised.
There are more people staking out a life on the
peripheries of the global system than there are peo-
ple like us—meaning anybody likely to be reading
this interview—who bought in early, were raised in
it, and who essentially have the world at our dis-
posal. In my work, in my travels, I've been drawn
to those places, to those people whose capacity for
survival and hope overwhelms mine.”

The majority of stories in War by Candlelight
take place in the Lima in which people struggle to
survive. The title story traces the progress of a rev-
olutionary, Fernando, toward his untimely death,
detailed in the story’s opening sentence. Short

vignettes of Fernando’s previous 20 years on earth
offer flashes of his life, and like many of Alarcén’s
characters he seems resigned to his fate. He joins
the revolution largely because, as another charac-
ter tells him, “the side with the guns always wins.”
Alarcén’s vision of Latin America as a continent
indelibly marked by violence remains consistent
throughout his work. Consequently, his stories
focus on characters struggling to survive chronic
fear and anxiety, along with an often acute sense of
dislocation caused by living in a country that never
seems to belong to them.

In “City of Clowns,” the narrator remarks
that, “In Lima, dying is the local sport.” Against
the greater absurdity of violent and inexplicable
death surrounding them, some inhabitants choose
to put on greasepaint. They hide behind brightly
colored make-up and hustle for the money to
survive. If Lima is a city of death, it is also, as the
narrator puts it, “in fact and in spirit, a city of
clowns.” It is a city of migrants, few of whom feel
they truly belong, and of wide class divisions: the
narrator’s father, a handyman, sends his son to a
private school, where the other students mock him
as pirana—a street thief. He repays one of them by
robbing him, stealing a suit he will only later grow
into. In this Lima, everyone is always moving some-
where else, dodging death, and putting on disguises
in order to survive.

Alarcon’s novel, Lost City Radio, portrays a
similarly violence-wracked Latin American coun-
try, one whose troubled history recalls those of
Peru, Chile, and Argentina. In the aftermath of
a years-long war between guerrilla forces and a
repressive government, a radio host begins trying
to reunite those “lost” during the fighting. Norma,
the host, becomes a hero to her listeners, a voice
that can reconstruct their families and their lives.
Her husband is among the missing, and she has
never stopped searching for him. One morning,
a young boy wanders into her studio, claiming to
come from a jungle village of “the disappeared.”

Within the novel, Alarcén pairs Norma’s story
with that of Victor, this young boy, and their indi-
vidual stories become metaphors for the history
of an entire continent riven by decades of vio-
lence, whose past has never entirely settled into
an integral present. With only a violent past and
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no foreseeable future, the people live in resigned,
inescapable ennui, “where another bomb hardly
registered, where the Great Blackouts were now
monthly occurrences, announced by vitriolic pam-
phlets slipped beneath windshield wipers like shop-
ping circulars.” Alarcén’s vision is a dark one but
always compassionate, and finely rendered in its
attention to the countless anonymous souls seek-
ing only to survive.
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Alexie, Sherman (1966~ ) American poet,
novelist, short story writer
Poet, novelist, short story author, comedian and
screenwriter Sherman Alexie is arguably the most
recognized, prolific, and critically acclaimed author
in contemporary Native American literature.
Known for his satirical voice and social criticism of
both the modern tribal structure and contemporary
American culture, Alexie is a weighty and frequently
shocking voice of the Native American community.
Alexie writes what he refers to as “Colonial lit-
erature,” which tends to depict themes of displace-
ment, subjectivity, and alienation (Weich 1). Quite
often, the genesis of Alexie’s characters involves the
absence of one or both parents through death, pov-
erty, or alcoholism because, as Alexie states: “Native
Americans, [or] anybody who's been colonized,
[a]re in the position of an orphan” (Weich 2).

Born in 1966, in Wellpinit, Washington, Alexie,
a Spokane/Coeur d’Alene Indian, grew up on the
Spokane Indian Reservation. He was born with
hydrocephalus, a condition more commonly referred
to as “water on the brain,” and at six months
endured a risky surgery that he was not expected to
survive. After the surgery, Alexie showed no signs of

brain damage but suffered for years with debilitat-
ing seizures, was an outcast, and often endured the
taunting of his peers because of his illness. He was
an avid reader by the age of three.

In 1981, Alexie began attending his reser-
vation high school but, after relentless bullying
(his nose was broken six times), finally realized
he needed to pursue his education at nearby and
affluent Reardan High when he discovered that he
and his mother shared the same school-issued text-
book. At Reardan he faced other adversity, learn-
ing that, aside from the mascot, he was the only
Indian in a school of rich white students. Some
of Alexie’s inspiration for cultural critiques stem
from his experiences at Reardan. Referred to as
an apple “red on the outside, white on the inside,”
by his peers on the reservation, Alexie became a
tribal outcast at a young age (Weich 3). Nonethe-
less, having succeeded academically and played
as a starter for the varsity basketball team, Alexie
graduated from Reardan High in 1984.

After Reardan, Alexie attended Gonzaga Uni-
versity in Spokane, and eventually transferred to
Washington State University. Initially, he enrolled
in premedical courses with thoughts of being a doc-
tor, but at the encouragement of his poetry teacher,
he pursued writing instead, graduating from Wash-
ington State with a bachelor’s degree in American
studies. Within two years of graduation he was
awarded both the National Endowment for the
Arts Poetry Fellowship and the Washington State
Arts Commission Poetry Fellowship.

A year after his graduation, two of Alexie’s
poetry collections, The Business of Fancydancing
and I Would Steal Horses, were published. Having
struggled for years with a drinking problem, Alexie
quit as soon as he learned that he was to be pub-
lished and has been sober ever since. The Busi-
ness of Fancydancing, published by Hanging Loose
Press, was named a New York Times notable book
in 1992, and the poem “Distances” was nominated
for the Bram Stoker Award in 1993. I Would Steal
Horses was published in a limited edition chap-
book by Slipstream Press. In poems such as “What
the Orphan Inherits” and “Poverty of Mirrors,”
Alexie weaves the themes of alcoholism and alien-
ation together to present a raw depiction of con-
temporary reservation life. In 1993, Alexie’s poetry
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book, Old Shirts and New Skins, was published
by the UCLA American Indian Studies Center
and received rave reviews. Critic Kent Chadwick
praised Alexie’s poetry, stating: “Sherman Alexie
... is the Jack Kerouac of reservation life, captur-
ing its comedy, tragedy, and Crazy Horse dreams”
(Chadwick 1). In 1994, his book of poetry and
short prose, First Indian on the Moon, was runner-
up for the William Carlos Williams Award.

In 1993, his short story collection The Lone
Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven was published
by Atlantic Monthly Press, and was subsequently
published in Europe and Asia, becoming his first
international publication and winning the PEN/
Hemingway Award for Best First Book of Fiction.
It explores themes of Native American represen-
tation in popular culture. “This Is What It Means
to Say Phoenix, Arizona” was included in The Best
American Short Stories in 1994, and was eventually
adapted for film under the title Smoke Signals.

In 1995, Alexie’s first novel, RESERVATION
BLUES, was published by Atlantic Monthly Press
and was reprinted by both Warner Brothers Press
in 1996 and Grove/Atlantic in 2005. Reservation
Blues, an exploration of oral and musical traditions,
is the story of Thomas-Builds-the-Fire, a young
musician on the Spokane Reservation who is given
a guitar from the mysterious and eternally damned
Robert Johnson. As Thomas-Builds-the-Fire meets
Johnson, his mythical dance with the devil begins.
Critics praised Alexie’s first novel, stating that he
had “... establish[ed] his place as one of Ameri-
ca’s most gifted writers, period” (Subblett 1). Res-
ervation Blues was also published in Europe and
Asia and won several awards including the Before
Columbus Foundation’s American Book Award in
1996 and the 1996 Murray Morgan Prize. In addi-
tion, Alexie and his longtime friend and collabora-
tor, Jim Boyd, recorded a soundtrack that included
music performed by Jim Boyd based on the novel’s
songs and readings by Alexie. “Small World,” a
song from the soundtrack, was also featured on the
Benefit for the Honor the Earth Campaign album and
was performed at the Honor the Earth Campaign
Benefit Concert in 1996.

Also in 1996, Alexie published his second
and most controversial novel, INDIAN KILLER. Set
in Seattle, Indian Killer is the story of John Smith,

an adopted Native American of unknown tribal
origin, who struggles to find his place within the
modern tribe. As John’s story unfolds, a serial
killer is haunting the streets of Seattle, murdering
and ritually mutilating white men. As the search
for the so-called Indian Killer begins, the central
thematic question of the novel comes to the fore:
Who is the “Indian Killer” truly harming? Though
Indian Killer won the 1996 New York Times Nota-
ble Book of the Year prize, critics panned the novel
as marred by excessive angst, one even referring to
the author as “septic with his own unappeasable
fury,” a quote that Alexie later had printed on a T
shirt that he proudly wears while playing basketball
(Weich 11). Despite such unfavorable reviews, not
the least by Alexie himself—who called it “a pile
of crap novel”—Indian Killer met with enormous
commercial success and is arguably Alexie’s best-
known novel to date (Weich 7).

In 1998, Smoke Signals, the independent film
based on Alexie’s short story, “What It Means to
Say Phoenix, Arizona,” debuted. The moving story
of two young men’s journey to collect the ashes of
one’s estranged father in Phoenix, Arizona, Smoke
Signals received much critical acclaim and marked
Alexie’s first foray into screenwriting. A collabora-
tion with independent film director Chris Eyre, the
film won several awards at the 1998 Sundance Film
Festival, including the Filmmaker’s Trophy and the
Audience Award.

From 1996 to 2005, Alexie has published six
books of poetry including: Water Flowing Home,
The Summer of Black Widows, The Man Who Loves
Salmon, One Stick Song, Il Powwow Della Fine Del
Mondo, and Dangerous Astronomy. Though poetry
remains Alexie’s first love, he has also published
two short story compilations, The Toughest Indian
in the World and Ten Little Indians, and a screenplay
for The Business of Fancydancing.

During the same time that the Smoke Signals
project was gaining momentum, Alexie won his
first World Heavyweight Poetry Bout competition
in June 1998 in Taos, New Mexico, defeating then
world champion Jimmy Santiago Baca. Alexie cur-
rently holds the record as the first and only poet to
win for four consecutive years.

Alexie, known for his exceptional humor and
candor during his live book readings, decided to try
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his hand at stand-up comedy in the late nineties. In
April of 1999, Alexie made his comedic debut in
Seattle at the Foolproof Northwest Comedy Festi-
val, and was a featured entertainer at the Vancou-
ver International Comedy Festival in July of 1999.

Flight, Alexie’s first novel in a decade, is the
story of an orphaned Indian named Zits who trav-
els through time to search for his true identity,
while coping with his cultural displacement and
feelings of abandonment. Zits survives his abusive
foster-care childhood—unwanted because of his
dark complexion and acne-scarred skin—by act-
ing out violently. Published in April of 2007, the
novel is a sustained exploration of identity in the
absence of culture. Though it received some nega-
tive reviews, it has also been dubbed “funny ...
self-mocking . . . and inassimilable” by Joyce Carol
Oates, and “raw and vital, often raucously funny”
by Tom Barbash.

Also in 2007, Little, Brown published The
Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian. Semi-
autobiographical, the novel marks Alexie’s first
venture into young adult literature. The story of
wise-cracking tribal outcast Arnold “Junior” Spirit
relates Alexie’s own experience of growing up on a
poor reservation and leaving in order to pursue a
better education at a nearby, all-white high school.
Arnold copes with the loss of his father to alco-
holism, as well as the deaths of several close rela-
tives, while reconciling his own guilt for leaving
his poor reservation in search of a more promising
future. Told with Alexie’s characteristic brand of
often poignant sarcasm, Absolutely True Diary has
been nominated for nearly 20 awards for outstand-
ing young adult fiction, including the New York
Times Notable Children’s Book of the Year Award.
In 2009, Alexie published a book of poetry titled
Face, and his latest collection of short fiction, War
Dances, which broadens both his geographical and
thematic scope.

Sherman Alexie continues to write prolifi-
cally, and still pursues both stand-up comedy and
screenwriting. He lives in Seattle with his wife and
two sons.
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Ali, Monica (1967- ) British novelist
Monica Ali is a British writer with Bangladeshi
roots, and the author of three novels, BRICK LANE
(2003), which was nominated for the Man Booker
Prize, Alentejo Blue (2006), and In the Kitchen
(2009). In 2007, Ruby Films produced a controver-
sial film version of Brick Lane.

Ali was born in Dhaka, Bangladesh, in 1967,
to an English mother and Bangladeshi father, but
the family moved to Bolton, England, in 1970,
partly for Ali to obtain a better education. She
gained entrance to Wadham College, Oxford,
where she studied philosophy, politics, and eco-
nomics (PPE). Ali has said of her early life that she
seemed fixed on the periphery, not fitting in either
her school or her Oxford college, and the pathos of
the outsider pervades her first novel. However, she
cautions against noting simplistic affinities: “I can-
not draw any clear parallels with my family history.
But I can feel the reverberations. It is not so much
a question of what inspired me. The issue is one of
resonance” (“Where I'm Coming From”). Among
fictive models, Brick Lane has invited comparisons
with the early work of ZADIE SMITH and JHUMPA
LAHIRL

The novel is set in the Bangladeshi community
of Tower Hamlets in London (it is named after the
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central street in the community), and follows the
life of Nazneen, a young Bangladeshi woman who
moves to the area with her older (and arranged)
husband. Her poor grasp of English prevents her
from escaping the confines of the flat they share; in
contrast, her elder sister Hasina defies all conven-
tions and runs away from her family to embrace a
life of poverty with the man she loves. Nazneen’s
arranged marriage to the much-older Chanu allows
the major themes of the narrative to become appar-
ent: identity, self-preservation and determination,
and the weight of family expectations. Ali notes,
“When people talk to me about my novel, the first
question they ask is: “What inspired you to write
like this?’ I cite a number of factors. My experience
for instance of conflict between first and second-
generation immigrants. The stories that my father
used to tell me about village life . . . I tell the truth,
but a truth so attenuated by the circumstances of
the exchange that it casts as much light as a candle
in a gale” (“Where I'm Coming From”). Nonethe-
less, it is a truth told so vividly, and with so little
comment or judgment, that the tale is instinct with
life and entirely convincing. It was this rich and
exuberant novelistic life that earned the author of
the yet unpublished manuscript Granta’s Best of
Young British Novelists award in 2003. The novel
itself was short-listed for the 2003 Man Booker
Prize.

Nonetheless, the work offended some mem-
bers of the Bangladeshi community in Britain due
to the supposedly negative portrayal of the indig-
enous peoples of the Sylhet region, whom they
believed the novel and subsequent film (2007)
caricatured as uneducated and insular. But Ger-
maine Greer has commented that, “As British
people know little and care less about the Bangla-
deshi people in their midst, their first appearance
as characters in an English novel had the force of
a defining caricature. . .. Some of the Sylhetis of
Brick Lane did not recognise themselves. . .. Here
was a proto-Bengali writer with a Muslim name,
portraying them as all of that and more” (Lewis).
Activists had told the Guardian that they would
burn copies of Brick Lane as a protest on July 20,
2006, but this did not in fact happen.

In contrast to Brick Lane, Ali’s follow-up
novel, Alentejo Blue, received poor reviews; and

it has even been suggested that Ali has become a
spent force, a “one-hit wonder.” Liesl Schillinger
in the New York Times commented that “the two
[novels] seem to share no family resemblance, no
authorial DNA. It's almost as if they were pro-
duced by different writers.” Alentejo Blue consists
of several intertwined stories set in and around
a Portuguese village in the south of the country,
narrated by different local inhabitants or passing
tourists. Diffuse and inconclusive in structure,
it nonetheless recalls a host of themes central to
Ali’s first work, among them the nature of place in
the face of human and economic vicissitudes, the
difficulties in communication between people of
diverse backgrounds and beliefs, and the resultant
tensions involved in any attempt at assimilation or
even coexistence.

In 2009, Ali returned to her familiar geo-
graphical and thematic milieu, with the sprawling,
almost Victorian In the Kitchen, which revisits some
of the central questions of Brick Lane, but from the
perspective of “native” British chef, Gabriel Light-
foot—head of a kitchen “staff of UN. refugees”—
whose dramatic and often humorous disintegration
exposes fundamental tensions in 21st-century Brit-
ish life. Reviews of the novel were mixed, as crit-
ics alternately praised and condemned the same
qualities of the work, most notably its dizzying and
entropic fusion of vastly disparate characters and
cultures and its ultimate lack of resolution.

Monica Ali lives in North London with her
husband and two children.
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Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay, The
Michael Chabon (2000)

MICHAEL CHABON won the 2001 Pulitzer Prize in
fiction for his fifth book, The Amazing Adventures
of Kavalier & Clay, which tells the intertwined sto-
ries of Josef (Joe) Kavalier, a Czech refugee from
Hitler’s invasion, and his American cousin Sam
Clay, who meet in 1939 Brooklyn and become
comic-book artists in the golden age of Superman
and Batman. Sam and Joe’s contribution to the
comic pantheon is “The Escapist”: “Houdini, but
mixed with Robin Hood and a little bit of Albert
Schweitzer” (Chabon 153).

The novel itself is deeply concerned with
escape, both thematically and structurally. Cha-
bon’s protagonists want to escape their pasts, their
bodies, their memories, their families, and—most
immediately—the horrors of the Holocaust. The
text too “escapes” from what Lee Behlman calls the
“tradition of realist narrative—the Jewish Ameri-
can immigrant novel tradition that combines blunt
social critique with the story of a young man’s eco-
nomic struggle and advancement” (56), jumping
freely between the experiences of Joe and Sam and
those of their comic-book characters. Both in its
form and content, Kavalier & Clay simultaneously
critiques, questions, and celebrates escape. Ulti-
mately, Chabon suggests that the escape offered by
the comic books Sam and Joe create and love can
be a valid method of dealing with the painful and
confusing strictures of history.

Just before the moment Sam and Joe meet,
Sam’s mother, Ethel, “burst into his bedroom,
applied the ring and iron knuckles of her left hand
to the side of his cranium, and told him to move
over and make room in the bed for his cousin from
Prague” (Chabon 4). Significantly, though, Chabon
actually commences the tale “in later years,” with
Sam spinning a “fabulation” about the genesis of
the Escapist that nonetheless has a feeling of truth
(3), and this opening sets the stage for the kind of
narrative that is to come: a large and larger-than-
life story, full of the fantastic, that will still ring
true. Chabon introduces the idea of escape and
connects it directly to transformation: in Sam’s
words, ““To me, Clark Kent in a phone booth and
Houdini in a packing crate, they were one and the
same thing. . .. You weren’t the same person when

you came out as when you went in’” (3). Despite
the fact that the novel’s narrator gently questions
Sam’s reliability from the very start, Chabon still
uses this early moment to frame the narrative to
come. By suggesting that there are metamorphic
properties to escape, Chabon begins the process
of reexamining and potentially redeeming “escap-
ism,” and emphasizes the importance of storytelling
itself, the “fabulation” that is Sam’s most reliable
means of escape and transformation.

Alongside the voluble Sam is the much qui-
eter Joe, who draws Sam'’s stories. After introduc-
ing his protagonists to each other, Chabon shifts
back into Joe’s recent past, describing his abortive
training as an “aufsbrecher,” or escape artist, under
the tutelage of magician Bernard Kornblum. By the
time he meets Sam, Joe has already escaped from
Czechoslovakia and the intensifying pressure of
Nazi rule, though the rest of his immediate family
is, he fears—and later confirms—Ilost. The Holo-
caust is, for Joe, immediate and personal; for Sam,
it is distant; but both young men seem to under-
stand that the cataclysmic scale of Hitler’s all-too-
real violence can be approached, even defeated, in
the outsized world of the comics. The first cover
of The Escapist features the hero punching Hitler
in the face, an image that is “startling, beautiful,
strange. It stirred mysterious feelings in the viewer,
of hatred gratified, of cringing fear transmuted into
smashing retribution” (150). It is, in short, a quint-
essentially escapist image, but one that enables Joe
to fantasize about rescuing his family, to transform
villain into victim and to create a hero.

The novel itself occasionally changes into a
pictureless comic book, as Chabon shifts the read-
er’s attention from the chronicles of Joe and Sam
to tell the original stories of the Escapist and other
characters, using pulp-style language and height-
ened description to turn Joe’s art into narrative.
Behlman explains that “the comic book story ...
is transmuted in the narrator’s hands into a kind
of literary hybrid,” which “gives life to the pulpy
energy, excitement, and crude imaginative power
of superhero comics without a trace of condescen-
sion” (65). Even in the main story, Chabon’s nar-
rative is discursive and often nonchronological,
jumping in a single page back and forth between
past and present. Such ricochets through time,
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occurring throughout the novel, echo in literary
form the broad spatial and temporal canvas of a
comic book: Characters can break through the
confines of individual panels, the superhero fan-
tasy unbounded by realistic structure. Chabon lifts
these characteristics from the comic to the novel
in order to contain formally the outsize story he
wants to tell.

Chabon emphasizes the debt that all-Ameri-
can comic books owe to their mostly Jewish cre-
ators. This link is made explicit in Kavalier & Clay
through Joe’s multiple personal and emotional
connections with the Golem of Prague, a figure in
Czech legend who plays a critical role in Chabon’s
novel. It is through an elaborate scheme to save
the Golem, a clay giant created by rabbis to pro-
tect Prague’s Jews from the invading Nazi army,
that Joe is able to escape Czechoslovakia. And the
Golem becomes a narrative touchstone, a symbol
of incredible power, created by the powerless, that
resonates in the superhero characters revered by
comic books: as Joe says, ““To me, this Superman is
... maybe . .. only an American Golem’” (86).

The Golem, however, is a figure of danger as
well as protection, whose anger and violence can-
not always be controlled once he has been called
to life. And Joe’s increasing frustration about his
inability to rescue his brother or any members of
his family from the hands of the Nazis develops
into wildly dramatic Escapist stories; an artistic rep-
resentation and repudiation of his own powerless-
ness. The death of Joe’s brother Thomas—killed
with hundreds of other refugee children by a Ger-
man U-boat—Ileads Joe to enlist and abandon his
cousin and pregnant girlfriend, Rosa Saks; another
attempt at escape. During his absence, however,
Joe’s attention is turned to a wordless comic cre-
ation, The Golem!—a 2,256-page work that draws
together his own story, that of the Escapist, and the
golem legend.

As Joe reflects on his comic-book creations of
the past, explicitly linking them to their golem pre-
decessors, he thinks that

the shaping of a golem ... was a gesture of
hope, offered against hope, in a time of des-
peration. It was the expression of a yearning
that a few magic words and an artful hand

might produce something—one poor, dumb,
powerful thing—exempt from the crushing
strictures, from the ills, cruelties, and inevi-
table failures of the greater Creation. It was
the voicing of a vain wish, when you got
down to it, to escape. (582)

For Joe, and throughout the novel, human creativ-
ity is born of a desire to escape and to transform,
here reimagining the birth of a vibrant form of
popular culture, and transforming the superhero
comic into a great American narrative.
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America, America Ethan Canin (2008)
ETHAN CANIN’s sixth novel is a lengthy and com-
pelling exploration of the complex world of power-
ful political families in America. It chronicles the
fictional story of Corey Sifter, a teenager working
for the wealthy Metarey family, the most powerful
family in his hometown of Saline, New York, dur-
ing the 1971-72 election primaries. Liam, the head
of the Metarey family, serves as campaign manager
for Senator Henry Bonwiller in his bid to become
the Democratic nominee for president, and the
events that unfold during the campaign tell a com-
plex and compelling tale of power, class, politics,
wealth, and fatherhood.

A 50-year-old Corey narrates the story, his
reminiscing prompted partly by Bonwiller’s funeral
in 2006. His principal audience is Trieste, a 17-
year-old intern at the paper he publishes. Corey
shuffles back and forth in time, describing his
childhood with the Metareys, his time in prepara-
tory school and college, and his present-day life
as a husband, father, and newspaperman. In 1971,
Corey’s father works as a plumber at the Metarey
estate, and through this connection, Liam Metarey
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asks Corey to help as a yard boy. The young man
endears himself to the family, particularly one of
Liam’s daughters, and is gradually invited to join
the family for dinners and outings. Corey’s work
ethic and reliability make him an obvious choice to
assist Liam Metarey with the senator’s campaign,
which kicks off in late 1971 but abruptly ends in
the spring of 1972. In the present day, the grown
narrator recalls a flurry of campaign parties, con-
versations with Liam Metarey, and run-ins with
reporters as he tries to piece together the events
that so quickly unraveled the senator’s campaign
decades ago.

Corey is a quiet, contemplative narrator, return-
ing to these events after his own daughters are
grown, prompted by the realization that “all one’s
deeds—those of honor and those of duplicity and
those of veniality and those of ruin—that all one’s
deeds live doubly” (13). From his upbringing in
a working-class family, Corey leaps classes as he
enters the world of the Metarey family, attends a
private preparatory school through a scholarship
from the Metareys, and eventually marries into the
family.

Corey is introduced to the world of wealth and
power through the generosity of Liam Metarey, the
son of capitalist Eoghan Metarey, a Scottish immi-
grant who built his controversial empire in New
York from coal mines, timber yards, and usurped
land in the early 1900s. The elder Metarey built
the small town of Saline, and the majority of the
town’s men still work for the family’s businesses.
Despite his immense wealth, the second-genera-
tion Metarey is a down-to-earth, personable char-
acter, a man who fixes everything himself and
wastes nothing. He becomes a father figure to
Corey, teaching him new skills and exposing him
to the world of powerful politicians.

Senator Bonwiller is presented as a political
figure among the actual candidates who ran for the
Democratic nomination during the 1972 primary,
a man who serves as “the best friend the working
men of this country have ever had” (416). He pub-
licly vocalizes his disapproval of President Nixon
and the Vietnam War, a cause that draws Liam
Metarey to the campaign, as the latter’s own son
serves (and will eventually die) in the unpopular
war. Bonwiller is a larger-than-life figure to Corey,

who is profoundly naive about the political process
of the primaries and the machinations of politics
in general. Liam works tirelessly to earn Bonwiller
the nomination, driven both by his desire for his
son to return from Vietnam and by his desire to
compensate for his father’s injustices to the com-
munity. However, as the campaign progresses, it
is clear that like all politicians, Bonwiller is not
without flaws; and finally, one cold winter night a
drunken Bonwiller crashes his car, killing his pas-
senger JoEllen Charney, the campaign aide with
whom he has been having an extramarital affair.
Impossible to miss are the parallels to The Great
Gatsby and East of Eden, as well as to Senator Ted
Kennedy’s notorious 1969 Chappaquiddick car
accident in which his secretary, Mary Jo Kopechne,
died. Liam Metarey makes a similarly compromis-
ing moral decision when he joins in the attempt to
cover up JoEllen’s death, and Corey unknowingly
assists him, only becoming aware of the magnitude
of the situation as he contemplates it later, with
the aid of age and experience: “But it wasn’t until
we had Andrea—she was our first—it wasn’t until
we had Andrea that it just broke over me. That
I'd been involved with something—not that I did
something, but that I was involved with some-
thing—something unforgivably wrong” (332). In the
end, however, there is little understanding and no
resolution for Corey.

Corey’s reflections on these events with the
Metareys are partly triggered by his own father-
hood; and fatherhood, in many guises, serves as an
underlying theme in the book. Liam Metarey acts
as a second father to Corey, and as Corey’s own
biological father ages he and Corey grow closer
than before. Together they watch the old Metarey
estate crumble and be replaced with big-box malls
and gas stations, while the ancestral home becomes
a diminished shadow of its former self. A related
theme centers on questions of how to live morally
in a corrupt world. Corey, for example, constantly
reflects on whether he did the right thing for his
daughters, or said the right thing to them, hoping
that he has somehow provided them with the same
kind of love and wisdom that he saw Liam Metarey
provide for his daughters. Above all, almost like
a morality tale in its singular vigilance, the novel
warns of the dangers of unchecked power and



American Psycho 13

ambition, from the exploitation in Eoghan Metar-
ey’s rags-to-riches past, to Corey’s cynical scaling
of the social ladder, to Bonwiller’s relentless drive
for success, which leads him to perform some real
service to the people of New York, but ultimately,
unrestrained, leads to his downfall.

Yet for all its overt morality, the multigen-
erational American epic offers few simple answers,
instead inviting multiple readings and moral inves-
tigation on the reader’s own part, while Canin’s
graceful touch and the tale’s modest first-person
narrative reveal quiet insights into human nature,
and encourage both the reader’s trust and her
commitment to this dialogic process.
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American Psycho Bret Easton Ellis (1991)
BRET EASTON ELLIS’s most famous (and infa-
mous) novel has been praised as a masterpiece of
postmodern angst and derided as misogynistic por-
nography. The tale centers on Patrick Bateman, a
young, attractive, and wealthy financial executive
living in New York City during the late 1980s, who
occupies his nights away from Wall Street with
gruesome murders and sex with prostitutes. Nar-
rated in the first person and structured like a day
planner, American Psycho satirizes the excesses and
savagery latent in Reaganism and Yuppie culture.
Ellis’s third novel recalls his favorite themes of
youthful apathy and privileged discontent, while
exploring the almost symbiotic relation between
materialism and moral decay. Bateman, who first
appears in Ellis’s earlier novel, The Rules of Attrac-
tion, as a minor character, serves as a kind of
cipher, an unnervingly blank symbol of white male
privilege. Empty in himself, Bateman is obsessed
with appearances and surfaces, emphasizing such
exteriority throughout the novel by describing
clothing, restaurant decor, and even business cards
in excruciating detail. Despite such meticulous
details, his descriptions lack any real knowledge or
depth, and his flat, almost robotic narration gives

the impression of simply regurgitating memorized
product information from catalogues or his Zagat
guide. He explains his skin regimen and exercise
routine rather than his inner thoughts, while his
sole, almost automatonic motivations all revolve
around instant gratification and the unbridled pur-
suit of money, sex, and violence. Bateman’s preoc-
cupation with image and surface mirrors his own
constructed facade; those around him constantly
refer to him in the text as “the boy next door,” and
despite his role as a serial killer, he appears to be a
pillar of culture, good taste, and etiquette.

Restaurants, nightclubs, and business meet-
ings dominate the first part of the novel, but as
the narrative continues Bateman becomes increas-
ingly violent and erratic. In the end, his insatiable
bloodlust offers a stinging critique of postmodern
consumer society in which wealth and pleasure are
valued over human life. The juxtaposition of Bate-
man’s polite demeanor and murderous chaos aligns
the novel with what literary critic Michael Silver-
blatt identifies as “transgressive writing,” a genre
concerned with the “violation” of both cultural
norms and the human body. Anne H. Soukhanov
enumerates its characteristic themes, including
“aberrant sexual practices, mutilation, [...] urban
violence and violence against women, drug use,
and highly dysfunctional family relationships,” all
of which appear throughout Ellis’s text. Bateman
himself transgresses a myriad of cultural taboos,
including rape, murder, child killing, dismember-
ment, necrophilia, and cannibalism. However,
unlike Soukhanov’s reading of transgressive litera-
ture, Bateman discovers no enlightenment “at the
edge of experience” (128); yet according to Silver-
blatt, it is precisely this absence of enlightenment
that makes Ellis’s work more transgressive than
other authors exploring similar themes of violence
and sexuality.

The failure to acquire any awareness or under-
standing from his transgressions eventually iden-
tifies Bateman as a radical, and radically banal,
nihilist. Toward the end of the novel he declares
that “Reflection is useless, the world is senseless.
Evil is its only permanence. God is not alive. Love
cannot be trusted. Surface, surface, surface was all
that anyone found meaning in . . . this was civiliza-
tion as I saw it, colossal and jagged . ..” (375). His
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desensitization parallels his mental breakdown: as
he loses his senses, his murders become intricately
complex and increasingly gruesome.

Ellis consistently forgoes explanation of Bate-
man’s crimes, but they appear at least partly con-
nected to his desire for and horror of conformity.
At one point he proclaims, “I ... want...to...
fit ... in,” but at the same time his transgressive
behavior cries out for special recognition (237).
In Bateman’s murky world, however, identity is
interchangeable. Throughout the novel, men are
repeatedly mistaken for one another, and Bateman
uses this to his advantage by impersonating numer-
ous colleagues in order to perpetrate crimes. At
the same time, he clearly calls for acknowledgment
when he begins to insert violent comments into
daily conversation and leaves a lengthy confes-
sion for his lawyer, but his confessions fall on deaf
or indifferent ears. The anonymity and complacent
conformity of postmodern urban society has trans-
formed Bateman into a faceless monster, and his
loss of identity hastens his descent into madness.

At this point both the narrative’s structure and
its prose become increasingly disjointed and frac-
tured. Paragraphs commence with strange ellipses,
mirroring the confusion experienced by Bateman as
his sense of integral reality fades away. Absurd and
surreal events are woven into his life; he watches a
Cheerio being interviewed on his favorite daytime
talk show and obeys an ATM that demands cat
blood. As the novel progresses, Bateman refers to
his daily interactions as performances and scenes;
while watching television he confesses, “This is
my reality. Everything outside of this is like some
movie I once saw” (345). The most striking break
with reality occurs when Bateman briefly slips from
the first to third person: “I've been with Japanese
clients ... Patrick tries to put the cab into reverse
but nothing happens” (349). Such psychotic breaks
finally undermine the reliability of Bateman’s own
narration, and his mental instability creates ambi-
guity about whether he actually committed the
crimes that he describes in such gory detail.

Ambiguity notwithstanding, its graphic scenes
of sex and violence established American Psycho
as a landmark of transgressive fiction and led to a
controversial debate over its publication. The vio-
lence, and primarily the violence against women,

led Ellis’s original publisher, Simon & Schuster, to
drop the project at the last hour, and it remained
without a publisher until Knopf issued it as part
of its Vintage paperback series. During the debate
over its publication, the National Organization
for Women (NOW) led numerous protests against
Ellis, his publishers, and bookstores stocking the
book, while widespread animosity toward the pub-
lished text led to a strong critical backlash and
even death threats to its author. In one review,
Roger Rosenblatt wrote, “American Psycho is the
journal Dorian Gray would have written had he
been a high school sophomore. But that is unfair to
sophomores. So pointless, so themeless, so every-
thingless is this novel, except in stupefying details
about expensive clothing, food and bath products,
that were it not the most loathsome offering this
season, it certainly would be the funniest.”
However, much of the controversy surround-
ing the novel’s publication night be seen as stem-
ming from an inability or unwillingness to separate
its author from its narrator. While Bateman is a
misogynist, racist, and homophobe, American Psy-
cho criticizes rather than praises his behavior. Ellis
constructs the text as a scathing satire of masculin-
ity in crisis, and Bateman’s violence against women
clearly issues from his own insecurities. Surrounded
by powerful women like his fiancée, who is as suc-
cessful as he, if not more so, and his mistress, who
is engaged to Bateman’s homosexual colleague,
who in turn threatens Bateman’s heterosexual-
ity by making sexual advances, Bateman at last
finds himself out of his (shallow) depth and out
of control. Ellis even employs a daytime television
episode entitled “Women Who Raped Men” to
externalize Bateman’s fears of emasculation. Bate-
man channels his insecurities into sadistic behavior
directed at women he views as subordinates, such
as his secretary and various prostitutes he picks up.
Despite, or because of such controversy sur-
rounding its publication and representation of vio-
lence, American Psycho remains a prominent force
in popular culture. In 2000, the debates arose again
as Mary Harron released a film adaptation, which
lacks the more gruesome details of Bateman’s
exploits but preserves the novel’s inimitable tone
and stinging social critique. Like Ellis, Harron expe-
rienced numerous setbacks as the studio attempted
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to push a new star, script, and even director onto
the project. Additionally, the film survived its own
censorship battle with the Motion Pictures Asso-
ciation of America through minor editing. Yet the
result has only cemented the novel’s place in pop-
ular culture. Indeed, during the film’s release, Ellis
published a series of e-mails written between Bate-
man and his psychiatrist, heightening the film’s
notoriety. Additionally, the novel and film inspired
a loosely connected sequel, American Psycho II: All
American Girl, in which a young survivor of Bate-
man’s becomes a serial killer herself. The legacy of
American Psycho remains strong today, as it is refer-
enced constantly in popular culture’s music, televi-
sion, and film. Ellis extended his own connection

to the story and character, featuring Bateman in
his Glamorama (1998) and LUNAR PARK (2005).
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American Woman Susan Choi (2003)
SUSAN CHOI'’s second novel explores the psychol-
ogy of Vietnam War—era radicalism, retelling the
1974 abduction of Patty Hearst by the Symbionese
Liberation Army (SLA) through an allegory of the
militant leftist cadre and its sympathizers. Rather
than linearly follow Hearst’s kidnapping, her con-
version to her captors’ ideology, and eventual
participation in a bank robbery and police shoot-
out, Choi’s historical fiction details the mentality
of revolutionaries already on the run from their
crimes and the nation that pursues them.

American Woman begins as football player-
turned-activist Rob Frazer scours upstate New

York for his college friend, Jenny Shimada. Jenny
has retreated to the East Coast to escape a federal
investigation into her bombing of several govern-
ment buildings in California. Once the two are
reunited, Rob plays on Jenny’s residual sympathy
for antiestablishment movements and convinces
her to lead three revolutionaries on the lam into
hiding.

After a deadly showdown with the Los Ange-
les Police Department that left nine of their com-
rades dead, the three remaining members of The
People’s Liberation (TPL) go underground. Choi’s
fictional proxy of the SLA retains many attributes
of its historical counterpart, most notable among
them the resemblance the TPLs junior member,
Pauline, bears to Patty Hearst. Like Hearst, Pauline
is the 20-year-old daughter of a newspaper mag-
nate, an unwitting representative of entrenched
capitalist greed, when a squad of radicals abducts
her from her San Francisco home. Similar to U.S.
captivation with Hearst’s disappearance in 1974,
Pauline’s abduction becomes a media event, with
TPL leveraging Pauline against her wealthy fam-
ily by demanding that her parents make food and
financial donations to needy Californians. Follow-
ing a series of ransom messages, the kidnappers
record Pauline endorsing TPLs Marxist message of
class revolution. For the radicals, there is no more
poignant example of their righteousness than con-
verting this upper-class “princess” to their cause.
Pauline is soon fully inaugurated into TPL. How-
ever, the bulk of the group is killed in a storm of
bullets and fire at a bank robbery, and only the
male chauvinist Juan, his lover Yvonne, and Pau-
line escape with their lives.

Jenny Shimada, who like Pauline is modeled
on an actual SLA constituent (Wendy Yoshimura),
struggles with her own complicity in the novel’s
violence. Though she safeguards the trio at a
bucolic (but spartan) farmhouse, mails their pro-
paganda tapes to distant radio stations, and ulti-
mately shuttles Pauline back to the West Coast,
Jenny torturously debates the efficacy of TLP’s
violent methodology as well as her own legacy of
destructive behavior. While American Woman is
most certainly historical fiction, in that actual
events are fictionalized in a narrative environ-
ment exclusive to the novel, Choi explodes the
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sequential or interlocking temporality of the genre.
Instead, the narrative flow moves forward, back-
ward, and sideways in time and space depending
on the whims of Jenny or Rob (AW’s primary inter-
locutor narrators). Choi’s intense, sustained exami-
nation of her characters’ psyches, rather than their
actions, suggests that her focus is attuned to how
people understand the ramifications of violent pro-
test rather than how they actualize it.

While many historical novelists privilege
breadth over intimacy, populating their fiction with
representatives of a seismic moment and allowing
them to wander into significant stages, Choi resists
such tendencies. All of the significant action of
the novel occurs off-screen, as it were. National
reaction to Pauline’s exploits is mediated through
newspaper and radio dispatches similar to John
Dos Passos’s U.S.A. Trilogy (though shorn of the
modernist experimentation). In fact, Choi never
lifts the narrative scope from its tight psychologi-
cal confines, reminding readers at every turn that
her novel ultimately measures American violence
by its impact on consciousness and memory rather
than materiality.

Perhaps because of its psychological regis-
ter, American Woman is fraught with conflicted
desires—at once a road and hideout novel. Charac-
ters are restless when stationary at the farmhouse,
and static or numb when on the run, perpetually
trapped in untenable tensions. Jenny’s need to
cloister the revolutionaries from the agencies that
hunt them also atrophies The People’s Liberation’s
subversive agenda. Not surprisingly, one of the
novel’s recurring themes is homelessness. Dog-
ging police forces, nosy citizens, and the very real
fear of exposure endlessly undermines Jenny’s safe
haven for Pauline and her cohort. After the cadre
robs and murders a grocery store owner, even their
corrupted continuation of their cause rouses them
from their hideout and back into a nation that has
no place for them.

The central interpretive issue in all accounts
(fictional or historical) of Patty Hearst’s abduction
and subsequent absorption of radical Leftist poli-
tics is whether or not her sympathies were authen-
tic. In other words, was Hearst’s advocacy of armed
revolt genuinely her own, or did the trauma of cap-
tivity prepare her to ventriloquize the doctrine of

her captors? Rather than settle on a narrow answer,
Choi complicates this facile debate by extracting
surprising integral features of post-1960s violent
protest from Hearst/Pauline’s unique situation.
The result is a melancholic novel that dramatizes a
nation that breeds violent revolt and yet is inured
to its effects.

The first of these features is the reclamation of
voice. Early in the novel, Jenny tells Rob that she
will aid the troika of fugitives only if Pauline allies
herself with the cause volitionally. Like much of
the nation, Jenny suspects that Pauline may have
been brainwashed into compliance. After the two
women flee New York, Jenny implores the former
socialite to “‘say anything ... as long as it’s true’”
(249). Juan, on the other hand, has continually
belittled and silenced Pauline. Despite his egalitar-
ian posturing, he hypocritically relegates Pauline
to a subservient role in the farm community. Even
after putting her through “ego reconstruction” to
erase any bourgeois proclivities, Juan crudely edits
Pauline’s contributions to the group’s archived his-
tory by omitting that he held her blindfolded in a
closet. Duplicitous behavior is common to most
of the men in Choi’s work. Even Rob protects the
trio mainly because he has arranged an exclusive
book deal recounting their war on the American
government.

In a fitting end to the novel, Jenny and her
father visit the Japanese internment camp where
he was held during World War II. Choi’s departure
point serves as a reminder of the United States’s
legacy of containing its dissidents. Jenny’s epiph-
anic realization that perhaps the only way to pro-
test the nation’s inequities “was by simply removing
oneself from the world” arrives as a wonderfully
Pynchon-esque antidote to the disease of impris-
onment afflicting the novel (351). Just as Pauline’s
abduction by TLP is a fallacious (and ultimately
doomed) ideological conversion strategy, since it
so closely resembles the institutional practices the
group opposes in the first place, radical violence is
also proven to be, at best, a dubious mechanism for
remaking the nation. Fear, of revolt or retribution,
Choi suggests, only engenders further suppres-
sion. At best, according to the novel’s telos, revo-
lution cannot easily rely on violent means “that
might topple The System,” but instead requires
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“a delicate process of changing individual minds”
(295-296). Thus, Jenny's withdrawal from the
world, and her denunciation of violence’s “shock
of the real,” signifies a culture slowly relinquishing
the gun and embracing escape as a viable dissent.
Absolute disenchantment with the antiwar spirit
of the Vietnam era ostensibly leaves one with few
alternatives. The great irony of Choi’s novel is not
the singularity of Jenny’s cynical, radical, yet rea-
soned response to the nation, but instead its typi-
cality. She is, after all, the American woman.
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Ansay, A. Manette (1964- ) American
novelist

Award-winning author A. Manette Ansay was born
in Michigan in 1964, and grew up in Wisconsin.
She showed early promise on the piano and subse-
quently trained as a concert pianist, attending the
Peabody Conservatory of Music. However, by the
age of 21 she had to give up the pursuit because of
recurring bouts of debilitating ill health, and by 23
she was in need of another outlet for her creative
energies. She began writing and has since become
a best-selling novelist. After her time at Peabody,
she worked for awhile at the American Museum of
Natural History before returning to school at the
University of Maine to study anthropology. Since
the 1990s, her crippling bouts of ill health have
gradually stabilized, though there are still stretches
in which even writing is challenging. Ansay went
on to study and work at Cornell University, and
then became writer in residence at Philips Exeter
Academy and an assistant professor at Vanderbilt
University. She has also been a Visiting Writer at
Warren Wilson College and the University of the
South, and spent a semester at Marquette Univer-
sity, Wisconsin, where she held the Women’s Chair
in Humanistic Studies. She has been awarded fel-
lowships to Yaddo (1994) and to the MacDowell
Colony (1991/95). She is currently a visiting pro-
fessor at the University of Miami.

Ansay’s novels focus on complex and even
contradictory reactions to epochal events in the
lives of people and communities, and to the emo-
tions occasioned by them. She clearly draws inspi-
ration from places, people, or experiences with
which she is familiar—setting her novel RIVER
ANGEL in Wisconsin, for example—and then
weaves her vivid tales around them. Her narra-
tives explore vagaries of the human condition—
the need for faith, the possibility of miracles, the
struggle to overcome disability, and the torment of
debilitating rage, as well as the healing qualities of
forgiveness and love.

Ansay’s debut novel, VINEGAR HILL (1994),
ostensibly concerns her grandparents and their
relationship to each other as well as to Catholi-
cism. The novel was named one of the Best Books
of 1994 by the Chicago Tribune, and won a 1995
Friends of American Writers Prize (second place)
for a book set in the Midwest. Vinegar Hill was also
an Oprah Winfrey Book Club choice for 1999 and
was made into a film for TV in 2008.

Her second novel, Read This and Tell Me
What It Says is a collection of short stories writ-
ten between 1988 and 1993. It won the Associ-
ated Writing Program’s Short Fiction Series Prize
for 1994, the Patterson Prize (1995), and the Great
Lakes Book Award (1996), while one of its stories,
“Sybil,” also won the Pushcart Prize; the title story
won the Nelson Algren Prize for 1992.

Anticipating the later and better known River
Angel, Ansay’s second novel, Sister (1996), explores
profound tensions between faith and empirical
experience. It won the Wisconsin Librarians’ Asso-
ciation Banta Award and was named a Notable
Book by the New York Times.

River Angel was published in 1998 and is set in
a small town in Wisconsin where the arrival of a
young boy one Christmas time and his subsequent
death revive the legend of the town’s apocryphal
“river angel,” forcing the townspeople to recon-
sider their complacent spirituality and uncritical
assumptions. It too was a Times Notable Book.

Midnight Champagne (1999) is a poignant and
delicately balanced study of two marriages, one
beginning in hope, the other ending in despair.
It became a National Book Critics Circle Award
finalist.
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Departing from the novel form, Ansay wrote
Limbo (2001), a memoir covering 15 years of dis-
ability, which illustrates the capacity of the human
spirit to overcome seemingly fatal obstacles. Yet it
is ultimately a tale of acceptance rather than tri-
umph, in contrast to stereotypical accounts of
successful battles with disability—an attempt, as
she puts it, “to write about what it was like not to
triumph over anything” (“What's”). Limbo was a
Book Sense and Lifetime choice.

More recently Ansay has written Blue Water
(2006), which revolves around life on a boat, but
is at the same time a searching study of the fall-
out when a child is killed by a drunken driver who
until then had been the best friend of the child’s
mother.

Ansay’s latest work, Good Things I Wish You
(2009), is the story of two romantic friendships
separated by time, one between Clara Schumann
and Johannes Brahms, the other between Clara’s
present-day biographer and the man she meets
during the course of her research. Throughout
the narrative Ansay blends fiction with historical
fact to deliver the timeless message that no mat-
ter what the period or place, love and lovers never
really change.
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Apex Hides the Hurt Colson Whitehead
(2006)

COLSON WHITEHEAD's third novel is a farcical tale
featuring an unnamed protagonist who ironically
has the job of naming things. The novel begins
as he enters Winthrop, a town he has been hired
by the city council to rename. The three mem-
bers on the council reflect three different view-
points about this renaming process. Mayor Regina

Goode wants the name to reflect the original one,
“Freedom,” which was given by former slaves who
settled the area during Reconstruction. The name
was changed to “Winthrop” after business magnate
Sterling Winthrop started a barbed-wire factory
there in the late 1800s; and Winthrop’s grandson
and member of the town council, Albie Winthrop,
would like to keep the name as it is, even though
the Winthrop barbed-wire dynasty has fallen on
hard times. Lucky Aberdeen, the third council
member, is a local millionaire who makes his money
in computer software and wants the new name to
reflect new capitalist sensibilities.

Apex Hides the Hurt satirizes contemporary
America’s personal and often parochial interests in
linguistic choice, and does so with unflinching cyn-
icism. The protagonist is introduced as an extreme
example of a disinterested third party, a nomen-
clature consultant who is ultimately unknowable
because he is so entrenched in the consumerist
impulses of his job and the world that surrounds
him. He arrives in the town with only the desire
to give it a brand name that others will “buy.”
Increasingly, however, the reader learns that the
protagonist is suffering both mentally and physi-
cally from the shallowness of this aim and of his
existence in general. The backstory of the novel
involves his greatest naming success: a bandage
he named “Apex” that is available in a rainbow of
“multicultural” colors. The bandage promises to
match anyone’s skin tone, or in other words, “hide
the hurt.” When the protagonist stubs his toe and
puts one on, he is delighted that Apex does what
it promises. It does not heal his hurt, however. In
fact, because of his insistence on wearing the ban-
dage, his stubbed toe becomes infected to the point
where it interferes with his job of naming the town
(a problem he has never had before). In this way,
the name of something literally covers up a wound
that needs to heal, and the bandage becomes a
metaphor for the sort of easy fix that gives a tem-
porary sense of relief and satisfaction, and then
leaves things in a worse state than before.

The term “multicultural” is itself one of the
prime linguistic targets of the Apex narrative. In
general, the term connotes the achievement of
social cohesion through recognizing and embrac-
ing many different cultures, and as such, it pres-
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ents an alternative to America’s metaphor of the
melting pot, which is now generally thought to
be a forced homogenization of culture where dif-
ferences are melted down rather than remaining
alive and distinct. While the theoretical meaning
of “multicultural” describes an attempt to pro-
mote racial and social justice, critics like Jona-
than Kozol believe words like “multicultural”
and “diverse” are often used—Iike the Apex
bandage—to mask harsher realities of racial seg-
regation. Brian Barry’s Culture and Equality: An
Egalitarian Critique of Multiculturalism echoes this
concern, arguing that in order to achieve social
justice, people need to establish universal laws of
social justice, rather than tacitly ignore problems
through “a politics of difference,” as multicultur-
alism tends to do. And as Apex progresses, the
protagonist’s seemingly depoliticized job becomes
intertwined with racial concerns. As he looks
through a book on the town’s history, for exam-
ple, he becomes uncomfortable with the writer’s
use of the word “colored,” noting that he “kept
stubbing his toe on it. As it were. Colored, Negro,
Afro-American, African American Every
couple of years someone came up with something
that got us an inch closer to the truth. Bit by bit
we crept along. As if that thing we believed to be
approaching actually existed” (192).

Such moments of trenchant cultural critique
vie for space in the absurdist world of White-
head’s creation. Winthrop is both a caricature
and an uncomfortably familiar portrait of small-
town America. Whitehead himself describes the
novel as concerned with “identity, history, and the
adhesive bandage industry.” Such a conceptual
oxymoron, typical of the novel, forces readers to
navigate a tricky tonal terrain, which, as is com-
mon in farce, veers widely from one exaggerated
emotion to another. Even bandages are affected
by this tonal shift. The protagonist learns that his
bandage, first named after manufacturers Ogilvy
and Myrtle, is no threat to the Johnson and John-
son brand for a host of quality-related reasons
(“Ogilvy and Myrtle’s Sterile Bandages,” in its
original form, failed to stick properly and the cot-
ton swatch did not absorb). However, they offered
the lowest prices and landed a lucrative contract
with the military during World War I, which has

continued to the present day. Ogilvy and Myrtle,
however, were not satisfied with these sales and
wanted to break into the public sector. But instead
of spending time fixing the inferior quality of their
bandages, the company tried renaming them, first
unsuccessfully as “Dr. Chickie’s Strips,” and then
successfully as “Apex,” the name suggested for
the town by Whitehead’s increasingly bewildered
protagonist.

None of the characters in Apex Hides the
Hurt is particularly likable, and the town of
Winthrop is more pathetic than sympathetic.
The novel resists any type of comfortable iden-
tification or easy resolution. In an Esquire review
Anna Godbersen asserts that it “is not the most
human kind of book,” but concludes by noting
that it is “so moving and worthwhile because it
perfectly nails the tragic/comic nature of our
smoothly packaged, hyper-verbal, and strangely
stupid times.” Though markedly different in tone
from Whitehead’s The INTUITIONIST and John
Henry Days, there are similarities in the choice of
subject matter. In a review for the Boston Globe,
Saul Austerlitz notes that all three novels con-
cern African-American protagonists who are
“almost destroyed by an overwhelmingly white
world that includes them, but never understands
their history, or their pain.” Apex Hides the Hurt
is both laugh-out-loud funny and bitterly frus-
trated, with its protagonist representing the very
corporate system that unifies the American capi-
talist society but never getting the chance to say
anything of substance.

Though Whitehead’s style is all his own, other
contemporary American satires that draw atten-
tion to corporate America and racial tensions in
a farcical way include Kurt Vonnegut’s Breakfast of
Champions, Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by Spring, and
Paul Beatty’s White Boy Shuffle; while the advertis-
ing mantras near the beginning of the novel are
delightfully reminiscent of Don DelLillo’s White
Noise. Apex Hides the Hurt is also available in an
audio version read by the author.
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Bad Haircut Tom Perrotta (1994)

Bad Haircut, TOM PERROTTA’s first book, is a col-
lection of 10 short stories told from the perspective
of Buddy, a boy growing up in suburban New Jersey.
The collection is subtitled “Stories of the Seven-
ties,” and it neatly spans that decade as it follows
Buddy’s formative experiences from the age of eight
to 18 (like Perrotta, he was born in 1961). The sto-
ries’ evolving portrait of Buddy presents him as both
a part of and apart from his environs, as Perrotta
deftly meshes the universals of the coming-of-age
narrative tradition with the particulars of a specific
time and place. While Buddy goes through some of
the standard adolescent motions in the course of
the book—he plays spin the bottle and high school
football, endures driver’s ed and the prom—the sto-
ries are told with a black-comic edge and prepon-
derance of eccentric detail that elides the trappings
of conventional bildungsroman. Perrotta seeks out
some of the darker corners of suburbia and teenag-
erdom with an eye for how extraordinarily strange
everyday life can be (though on occasion he makes
this point a little too overtly; in one story, for exam-
ple, Buddy’s hometown is chosen as a “uniquely
ordinary” American town to be featured on a
national television morning talk show). According
to the New York Times Book Review, we may locate
the New Jersey of Bad Haircut “somewhere between
Bruce Springsteen’s “Thunder Road’ and Princeton’s
tennis courts;” and indeed, Buddy is bright, osten-
sibly from a loving family, and an outsider only by
choice (he quits the football team to join a band),
but the stories insist that the terrain he navigates is
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by no means easy, and the place he comes from has
its share of casualties.

Adulthood is a sort of parallel universe of
choice and regret that gradually settles into the
background of the stories, which are populated
with lonely uncles, cheating spouses, stepfathers,
and lecherous gym teachers. In the first story, “The
Wiener Man,” Buddy and his Boy Scout troop (his
mother is the “den mother”) take a trip to a mini-
mall parking lot to obtain the autograph of a com-
pany mascot dressed as a hot dog. While Buddy
maneuvers within the social hierarchy of the Boy
Scout ranks, assuming a middle ground between
bullying boys and their nerdy target, the mascot
deals with the taunts of some teenage loiterers. It
turns out that the man in the costume, Mike, went
to high school with Buddy’s mother, and the two of
them catch up in his trailer (the “Frankmobile”),
where Mike tells the mother that her husband is “a
lucky man” and he would like to get married but
he does not “feel so young.” Eight-year-old Buddy
is oblivious to the wistful gravity that emerges from
the grownup conversation, passing the time play-
ing games and fantasizing about life on the road
with the Wiener Man, yet his accruing empathy for
the lonely adult souls that cross his path proves to
be an integral part of his growth. In the final story,
“Wild Kingdom,” he serves at a pallbearer in the
funeral for Mr. Norman, a neighborhood pariah
with whom Buddy had cultivated a secret friend-
ship despite the tacit disapproval of his parents.

The second story, “Thirteen,” introduces
another key theme—exploratory encounters with
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the opposite sex. Buddy’s friend Kevin is infatu-
ated with a pretty platinum blond named Angela,
and Buddy’s assistance with their courtship leads
him to a playground with Angela’s friend Sue,
after the aforementioned game of spin the bottle
turns into an exclusive make-out session between
their respective friends. Outside “it was a beautiful
night, the whole world at room temperature,” but
Buddy is not quite contented, passing time on the
swings with Sue; he is still “chewing Angela’s bland
gum, thinking about her and Kevin.” The following
excerpt captures the story’s mood of childhood lin-
gering on the verge of adolescence:

“I'm scared of going to high school,”
she said. “Aren’t you?”

“I'm not going yet.”

She seemed surprised. “How old are
you?”

“I'll be thirteen next week.”

“Huh,” she said. “I thought you were
older.”

She hopped off the swing and cart-
wheeled into a handstand. Her shirt came
untucked, exposing a band of creamy skin.

“Come on,” she called out. “Let’s go
home.”

Sue walked effortlessly on her hands
for an entire block, her palms slapping out
a rubbery rhythm on the sidewalk. At the
corner she arched forward like a Slinky and
snapped into an upright position.

Although Buddy’s romantic relationships become
more serious in high school, they remain as baffling
and unrequited. He loses his virginity to a girl in
his driver’s ed class who purports to have broken
up with her steady boyfriend but flaunts an engage-
ment ring the next time Buddy runs into her. In a
motel room after the prom, Buddy and his date,
Sharon, end up enjoying a platonic ride on the
coin-operated vibrating bed; she has just confessed
to him that she is a lesbian.

Throughout the stories, older working-class
boys, acquaintances of Buddy’s, highlight pubes-
cent confusion’s dangerous proximity to real vio-
lence, and the suggestible but generally morally
upright Buddy wanders into some troubling sce-

narios. In “Race Riot,” for example, he ends up
in a makeshift gang gathered for a “rumble” in
the parking lot of a Little League field, set to seek
out the black kids who had encroached on their
territory at a teen dance. Buddy has joined in
under the sway of both curiosity and conformity,
but soon finds himself among “psychos” to whom
urban legend attributes such acts as the biting off
of another boy’s nipple in a fight and burying a cat
to the neck and then running it over with a lawn-
mower. Though the full-scale riot never material-
izes, Buddy ends up tackling a lone black boy and
stealing his basketball. In “Snowman,” Buddy is
sucker-punched by an older boy from a wealthier
neighborhood, and then half-unwittingly becomes
party to a manhunt for the boy organized by Andy
Zirko, a former classmate who has grown angry
and menacing since Buddy last saw him. The boys
break into a house they mistakenly believe belongs
to Buddy’s attacker, and Zirko, brandishing a crow-
bar, proceeds to harass a woman they take for the
enemy’s mother. Buddy feels “like [he’d] stepped
outside the boundaries of my own life and would
never be allowed back in.” But ultimately these
regrettable excursions help Buddy define for him-
self where those boundaries should be.

Perrotta positions himself as an author in
“the plain language American tradition,” and his
economical prose, marked by a preference for dia-
logue over protracted description, has garnered
comparisons to Raymond Carver. Tobias Wolff,
whom Perrotta studied under at Syracuse Uni-
versity, notes a kinship between Bad Haircut and
Philip Roth’s debut Goodbye, Columbus. Perrotta
had difficulty finding a publisher for Bad Hair-
cut, but he claims that “the timing was perfect”
for his stories in 1994, amidst “the first wave of
70s anti-nostalgia” in popular culture, as exem-
plified by Richard Linklater’s film Dazed and
Confused of the previous year. Interest in Perrot-
ta’s work surged after a screenplay adapted from
his then unpublished novel Election, which the
author describes as “an allegorical version of the
1992 presidential election,” was optioned by the
director Alexander Payne in 1996. The attention
helped to get the novel published, and the criti-
cal success of the film version, released by MTV
Films in 1999 and starring Matthew Broderick
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and Reese Witherspoon, not only raised the pro-
file of Perotta’s fiction but led to an ongoing rela-
tionship with Hollywood. Perrotta was nominated
for an Academy Award in 2007 for cowriting a
screenplay adapted from his novel Little Children
with director Todd Field.
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Bag Men Mark Costello (John Flood) (1997)
Bag Men was the debut novel of East Coast law
professor and novelist MARK COSTELLO. Pub-
lished while Costello was employed as a federal
prosecutor, Bag Men’s plot—official corruption in
the world of a 1960s lawman—was deemed by the
author to be in danger of being read as an exposé,
as “a prosecutor blow[ing] the lid off” (Birnbaum).
Costello thus released the novel under the pseud-
onym “John Flood,” until the publication of his
first novel after leaving federal employment (the
award-nominated BIG IF, 2002) allowed him to
acknowledge authorship of his earlier work.

There are three main narrative strands in Bag
Men, set in Boston in early 1965 (although, Costello
admits, “a few small liberties [are] taken with ...
certain dates in 1965. The rest is one big liberty”
[title verso]). These involve, variously, orders from
the Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catho-
lic Church (1962-65) to hold mass in English rather
than Latin, the emergence of a new drug among
Bostonian junkies, and secret experiments at a
military psychotherapy unit in New Hampshire. A
series of unexplained murders and thefts link these
three themes, and the narrative is presented from
the perspective of three men, on both sides of the
law: Ray Dunn, a Boston federal prosecutor from an
Irish Catholic background; Manny Manning, a ser-
geant in the narcotics division of the Boston Police

Department (BPD); and Joe Mears, a survivor of the
New Hampshire experiments.

It is not simply that the main characters link
these narratives, however. There are connec-
tions drawn between the different aspects of the
narrative—on both sides of the “law and order”
divide—that provide a forceful sense of narrative
unity. Manny Manning’s thoughts on the subject of
police patrol work are exemplary:

Patrol did to you what the dealers did to
bags: diluted you and made you less, sold
you after cutting you both ways. (47)

The “bags” in this instance are, of course, con-
tainers for drugs, and by suggesting a connection
between illegal narcotics and their legal pursu-
ers (“narcs”), Costello emphasises the thin line
dividing different sides of the law. This is further
illustrated by Manny’s exchange with Ray Dunn,
as Manning justifies his pursuit of narcotics
offenders:

“Now I'm close, and I got to have it,
whatever the cost.”

“You sound like a junkie.”

“Good narcs always do.” (115)

An alternative meaning of “bag,” however,
reflected in the title of the work, is in the idea of
a “bag man,” a corrupt policeman who takes bribes
and “run[s] bag from the local bookies” (41).
Dominating the narrative of Ray Dunn is the fact
that his father, Tim, a cop in the BPD, was arrested
10 years previously for his role as one of a group
of “bag men.” Ray’s marriage—which a reader
sees in 1965, as it grinds to a halt with the blos-
soming of an affair between Ray’s wife, Mary-Pat,
and the liberal entrepreneur Win Babcock—has
been haunted by his fixation on the misdeeds of
his father, something that Ray feels he cannot
escape: “Your da [hangs] all over you, his good
and his bad” (27). It is not just Ray who feels this
way: when a friend discusses Ray’s campaign for
D.A., he is not particularly confident of success:
“‘[t]hey’ll kill Ray with rumors. I mean, here’s this
guy talking about cleaning house, but his da was a
bag man, and so’s he’” (103).
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Costello’s  work exhibits a contemporary
development of the traditional detective story.
Like James Ellroy, Costello uses a historical set-
ting to consciously harken back to a different era,
that of crime writers Dashiell Hammett (1894—
1961) and Raymond Chandler (1888-1959). Ray
Dunn’s occupation links him with the straight-
talking Philip Marlowe, Chandler’s famous pro-
tagonist, who himself once worked for a district
attorney (and was, significantly, “fired. For insub-
ordination” [Chandler, 15]). Marlowe subse-
quently works as a private investigator, a position
that blurs the boundaries between the legal, the
extralegal and the illegal. Like Ellroy, however,
Costello abandons the tale of the solo PI., replac-
ing it with a complex narrative involving Dunn,
Manning, and Mears, who are, in addition, indi-
vidually more complex than the Sam Spades and
Philip Marlowes of the fictional detective world.
Manning, for instance, used to be a “bag man”
with Ray’s father, Tim, and it was information
provided by Manny in 1955—as an FBI infor-
mant, “spilling [his] guts to the Department of
Justice” (43)—that led directly to Tim’s arrest,
breakdown, and death in a nursing home before
he could be brought to trial. This troubled rela-
tionship between the Manning and Dunn families
hangs over the tale, underlining Peter Messent’s
description of the crime genre as “a form that
defends the established social system even as it
reveals widespread corruption both in leading cit-
izens and in public officialdom” (8).

Costello’s subtle character development is
indicated in his opening descriptions of Ray: like
many a detective-story protagonist (from Arthur
Conan Doyle’s late-Victorian sleuth Sherlock Hol-
mes to Sara Paretsky’s contemporary private inves-
tigator V. I. Warshawski), Ray is a self-involved
loner; and it is no surprise, then, that his marriage
to Mary-Pat is disintegrating. What is interesting,
however, is the perceptiveness shown by Ray, who
understands that his marriage is over, knows why,
and yet cannot voice his frustrations:

Ray saw a second wineglass under the coffee
table. “Company come?”

“The Hunger Group was over. . .. Win
stayed behind and helped clean up.”

And sat on the carpet, because that’s
where his glass is, and you sat with him, be-
cause nobody sits on the carpet alone. (19)

Later, linking his personal life to the narrative in
which he becomes embroiled, Ray provides a sharp
analysis of a lawyer, Whitaker, who takes a bribe
to shut down a murder investigation and flees the
state:

Ray ... was thinking about a prosecutor
who sold out, and couldn’t live it down. . ..
He was thinking about Whitaker fleeing his
self-disgust from Concord to Warsaw to here
[a native reservation]. That was Whitaker’s
route and, later, Ray’s. That was what hap-
pened to tainted lawmen. (151)

With his cynical attitude to the world around him,
Ray’s story presents a cautionary tale about the
ease with which people from all walks of life—the
church, the police, the caring professions—can get
dragged into corruption. Ray’s job, throughout the
book, is summed up finally in the actions of his
brother Biff—a beat cop left permanently men-
tally unstable by events involving the ex-patient
Joe Mears—who passes the time filling second-
hand photo albums with newspaper clippings: “Biff
called the photo albums ‘books,” a Narco term for
surveillance files kept on long-term targets. . . . Ray
figured Biff was carefully building a case against
reality” (261).

Given his protagonist’s attitude towards the
legal world, it is perhaps no wonder that Costello
decided to turn his back on prosecution. While his
second novel, Big If (2002), was published after
he had left his job, however, it is not far removed
from Bag Men: Big If still focuses on the world of
crime, largely through the eyes of secret service
operatives guarding high-level politicians, in what
one reviewer has described as “a novel about the
folly of second-guessing the unexpected” (Miller).
While the structure and content of the two nov-
els are different, they present a unified attitude
toward the contemporary legal world with which
Costello—as a law professor—still deals; and this
attitude toward issues of class and criminalization
was established with his first published work, writ-
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ten before either novel, Signifying Rappers: Rap and

Race in the Urban Present (1990), coauthored with
DAVID FOSTER WALLACE.
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Barker, Nicola (1966— ) British novelist,
short story writer

Nicola Barker is the author of an acclaimed and
evolving body of literature, which includes seven
novels and three collections of short stories. Bark-
er’s writing career was established in 1993 when
she was awarded both the David Higham Prize
and the PEN/Macmillan Silver Pen Award for the
darkly humorous collection Love Your Enemies.
In 1994 she published her first novel, Reversed
Forecast, followed by Small Holdings (1995), both
short and explosive narratives featuring quirky
characters and off-kilter relationships in various
corners of London. Barker’s next novel was Head-
ing Inland (1996), winner of the Mail on Sunday/
John Llewellyn Rhys Prize. She was then awarded
the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award
in 2000 for Wide Open, a touching and comical
novel about the inhabitants of a small British sea-
side community attempting to come to terms with
murky affairs from the past. She went on to pub-
lish Five Miles from Outer Hope (2000), Behindlings
(2002), and a third collection of short stories, The
Three Button Trick (2003), a volume that unites

some of the author’s more recent and earlier works.
In 2003 Barker was nominated by Granta magazine
as one of the 20 “best of the young British novel-
ists.” More recent works by Barker include CLEAR:
A TRANSPARENT NOVEL (2004), set near London’s
Tower Bridge during illusion artist David Blaine’s
44-day starvation stunt; and Darkmans (2007),
a lengthy, anarchically constructed work featur-
ing multiple characters and Edwardian historical
resonances. Darkmans was short-listed for both the
Man Booker and Ondaatje prizes. Two of Barker’s
short stories were adapted to film for British televi-
sion: “Dual Balls” and “Symbiosis.”

Nicola Barker was born in the city of Ely, Cam-
bridgeshire, in 1966, although she lived in South
Africa for part of her youth. She is a graduate of
King’s College, Cambridge, where she read English
and philosophy, a course of study that she claims
made her “socially useless” (Granta, 1). Following
her studies she moved to London where she held
positions in a bakery, a bookshop, and the Queen
Elizabeth Hospital for Sick Children in Hackney,
before dedicating her career entirely to writing.
Today she shares her central London apartment
with her two Boston terriers.

A comic and cynical writer, Barker paints a
disconcerting yet convincing portrait of contempo-
rary Britain. Each of her novels invites the reader
into a peculiar pocket of British society, often nes-
tled within dismal or mundane locations in Lon-
don or in little-known provincial towns. Darkmans,
Barker’s most recent work, takes place in Ashford,
Kent, whose sole claim to fame is the fact that
its few heritage edifices were bulldozed to make
room for the construction of the channel tunnel.
As plain as such a location may appear on the sur-
face, the novelist decorates this setting with plenty
of colorful characters and absurd occurrences.
She even gives Ashford a strange historical twist:
the town is haunted by the ghost of John Scogin,
Edward IV’s court jester. Barker explains that
the process of selecting locations for her novels is
akin to that of a cancer invading a body: “I think:
there’s just enough going on here to be interesting
but not enough to be overwhelming [. . .] I can re-
inhabit this area, I can make things happen here,
you feel a sense of possibility. And then I move all
my characters in” (Observer, 1).
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Barker’s protagonists are often idiosyncratic
antiheroes, dwelling on the margins of soci-
ety. Daniel Beede from Darkmans is a hospital
laundry supervisor, tortured by the threat of his
hometown’s erasure from history. Reversed Forecast
features an eclectic assortment of down-and-out
Londoners. Wesley, the “small-brained, big-jawed”
(99) protagonist from Behindlings, is portrayed as a
social outcast or misfit but is, in fact, pursued by
a group of fans or “behindlings” after playing the
role of the genius behind a nationwide treasure
hunt organized by a confection company. Barker
also tends to cast plentiful secondary characters
who entertain knotty or ambiguous relationships
with her protagonists. Rather than mothers, sis-
ters, best friends, or lovers, she opts for ex-girl-
friends, mistresses, ex-doctors, brothers-in-law,
and these often display unexpected eccentricities.
Sylvia, a friend of the protagonist from Small Hold-
ings, is a magnet for all species of birds, despite
being allergic to them. Aphra, the half-girlfriend
of Adair from Clear, has an unusual obsession with
footwear and owns over 200 pairs of vintage shoes.
Although always intriguing, these individuals are
often somewhat disagreeable. One example is
Dina Broad, the mother of the ex-girlfriend of one
of the protagonists from Darkmans, a crude and
immensely overweight woman who is described as
“Jabba the Hut with a womb, chronic asthma and
a council flat” (107). These atypical personali-
ties and imperfect relationships contribute to the
absurdity of Barker’s representation of intersub-
jective relations and contemporary life in Britain.
Barker views her style of character development
as an integral part of her approach to writing:
“There are writers who exist to confirm people’s
feelings about themselves and to make them feel
comforted or not alone [...] That's the opposite
to what I do. I'm presenting people with unac-
ceptable or hostile characters, and my desire is to
make them understood” (Observer 1).

A lover of language, Nicola Barker often
foregrounds her lexical imagination rather than
concentrating on purely diegetic concerns. With
Darkmans and Behindlings being the most note-
worthy examples, many of Barker’s novels contain
minimal traces of a discernible plot. The narrative
events are often subjugated to her more primary

interest in decor and tone, and these atmospheric
aspects are nourished by the novelist’s heavy
exploitation of syntactical strategies, punctuation,
parentheses, italics, bold type, and formatting in
order to enhance dialogue or emphasize intonation.
For example, both Darkmans and Clear contain
frequent italicized asides that convey the narra-
tor’s inner thoughts and impressions, and these
phrases often function as appendices to the pri-
mary description and dialogue, expressing the true
feelings and opinions of a given character, which
often breach collective codes of communication.
Another defining feature of Barker’s writing style
is her passion for adjectives and adverbs; without
appearing wordy or long-winded, she often man-
ages to squeeze a wealth of evocative information
into a single sentence. She is also known for her
outlandish metaphors and ribald sense of humor.

The lack of a linear plot in Barker’s writing
does not mean, however, that there are few nar-
rative events. On the contrary, Barker’s novels are
bubbling with comical and chaotic occurrences
that never seem to come to any resolution, thus
presenting the reader with a vision of the contem-
porary world as rather opaque, tessellated, and dis-
orienting. Instead of unraveling in a linear fashion,
her plots tend to jolt back and forth, often veering
off into dead ends.

Peppered with references to Nietzsche, Witt-
genstein, and Kafka as well as historical events,
Barker’s writing has a scholarly quality. Yet she also
lends an attentive ear to the messages that circu-
late in the media and popular culture. She does not
hesitate to fully engage with mainstream trends,
consumer society, political debates and scandals,
youth fashion, media events. This tendency is
exemplified by Clear, which contains numerous
allusions to popular music, and deals directly with
a current event in London. Barker wrote the novel
as an enraged reaction to the denunciation in the
British press of David Blaine’s public self-starva-
tion stunt, Above the Below.

Barker’s digressive plotlines and the prolifera-
tion of absurd happenings and characters in her
writing recall such postmodern epics as Thomas
Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, while the depth of
development in her characters gives her a style all
her own. By dedicating her oeuvre to the explora-
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tion of relationships and the theme of marginal-
ity in the contemporary world, Nicola Barker is
a strong narrative voice for modern society, but
one that unsettles rather than reassures. In an
entertaining and comical way, Barker presents
the reader with a fictional world where identities,
information, and symbolism thrive without anyone
being sure what it all means.
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Beasts of No Nation Uzodinma Iweala (2005)
UZODINMA IWEALA’s Beasts of No Nation is the
fictional memoir of Agu, a child soldier in an
unidentified, war-torn African country. As the
title implies, Agu’s narrative chronicles both
the intensely personal process of dehumaniza-
tion engendered by civil war violence, and some
of the larger-scale political fallout from national
disunion. Thus, the novel’s lack of geographic
specificity underscores the literal and psychologi-
cal no-man’s-land Agu inhabits, contemplates,
and articulates. Recounted primarily in the pres-

ent progressive tense (“It is starting like this,” he
confides in the opening sentence), Agu’s story
unfolds with an intriguing series of nonlinear fits
and starts.

The academically precocious son of a school-
teacher, Agu begins life comfortably and auspi-
ciously—scion of a respected family, teacher’s pet,
athletic standout, and aspiring doctor (or perhaps
engineer). But his idyllic childhood ends abruptly
with the onset of civil warfare, and prepubescent
Agu can only watch in horror as his mother and
sister are whisked away by UN aid workers, as his
father and other men are murdered by marauding
soldiers, and as his town goes up in flames. Agu
either does not remember or chooses not to tell
the story of his escape, but he picks up his tale at
the point when he is discovered by and conscripted
into a ragtag rebel militia led by a man known only
as the “Commandant.” Brutal, charismatic, and
increasingly unhinged, the Commandant rules his
corps with a capricious mixture of affection and
cruelty, transforming them into ragged parodies of
soldiers, initiating them into the arts of raping and
pillaging, and sodomizing Agu and his only friend,
Strika, by night. As his life becomes increasingly
nightmarish, Agu attempts to preserve his human-
ity and justify his conduct by repeating childhood
prayers and Sunday school stories. Recalling yarns
about David’s heroic, military violence and Job's
noble suffering, Agu feverishly insists

I am not bad boy. I am not bad boy. I am
soldier and soldier is not bad if he is killing.
[ am telling this to myself because soldier is
supposed to be killing, killing, killing. So if
[ am killing, then I am only doing what is
right. [ am singing song to myself because I
am bad boy. . . . So I am singing,

Soldier Soldier

Kill Kill Kill

That is how you live.
That is how you die. (23)

Fueled by the Commandant’s heady mixture of psy-
chotropic drugs and gunpowder, Agu begins to take
a bestial pleasure in killing, referring to himself, in
these moments, as “a hungry dog,” to whom each
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victim “is looking like one kind of animal, no more
human ... and smelling like chicken or goat, or
cow” (44, 45). Nevertheless, by novel’s end, Agu
has recovered his sense of self sufficiently to tell
his tale in all its complexity, confiding in a social
worker that “if [ am telling this to you, it will be
making you to think that I am some sort of beast
or devil ... I am all of this thing, but I am also
having mother once, and she is loving me” (142).

While dehumanization is the novel’s most
central concern, Beasts also plays fairly conspicu-
ously with the politics of uniformity as they relate
to both national (dis)union and to individual
belonging/identity formation. In Agu’s childlike
consciousness, this issue emerges each time he
rhapsodizes about sporting a uniform, first as a stu-
dent, then as a soldier. From the moment he sets
foot inside a schoolroom, Agu is acutely aware of
the sense of belonging that uniforms confer, and
longs for the day when he, too, can “[be] looking
the same” (27). Once he joins the Commandant’s
regiment, malnutrition becomes its own kind of
macabre uniform, mottling the boy soldiers’ skin
“just like camouflage dress everybody is wearing”
(36). But when the Commandant harangues his
troops for “not acting like real soldier,” Agu rebels
inwardly:

We are not even looking like real soldier.
There are almost one hundred and twenty
of us standing at attention, but none of us
is even wearing the same dress. Some of us
is wearing green camouflage like real soldier
are doing, but our own is just fulling with
hole and having thread just blowing this
way and that in the wind ... Sometimes I
am thinking, if army is always having one
uniform for its soldier to wear, and we are
not all wearing the same uniform, then how
can we be army. And if army is made of sol-
dier and we are not army, then how can we
be real soldier. This is why I am not knowing
why Commandant is always so angry with

us. (34-35)

This visible slippage gives Agu the tools to begin
questioning the Commandant’s rhetoric of belong-
ing, and to unmask homogeneity as a fragile con-

struction. Thus, as his country falls to pieces
around him, Agu’s story exposes one final beast:
the chimera of group identity.

While critics may be tempted to compare this
work to other acts of novelistic African autobiog-
raphy (Bessie Head’s A Question of Power or Nega
Mezlekia’s Notes from the Hyena's Belly), and per-
haps even to more straightforward memoirs by
child soldiers (Ishmael Beah’s A Long Way Gone:
Memoirs of a Boy Soldier or China Keitetsi’s Child
Soldier), Iweala himself has taken pains to empha-
size that his book is essentially well-researched fic-
tional realism (Birnbaum). Thus, the novel might
be more profitably compared to Emmanuel Don-
gala’s Johnny Mad Dog (2002) or DAVE EGGERS’S
WHAT IS THE WHAT: THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF
VALENTINO ACHAK DENG (2006), works that are,
like Agu’s narrative, poetically rendered compos-
ites of multinational survivor stories and witness
testimonies.
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Bel Canto Ann Patchett (2001)

ANN PATCHETT’s fourth novel is a self-consciously
imaginative fictionalization of the December 1996
takeover of the Japanese ambassador’s residence in
Peru by members of the Ttpac Amaru Revolution-
ary Movement. The event occurred during a gala
celebration of Japanese emperor Akihito’s 63rd
birthday, causing a four-month standoff during
which 72 guests were taken hostage. The standoff
ended when government forces stormed the house
in April 1997, causing the deaths of two govern-
ment commandos, one hostage, and all 14 rebels.
Unlike traditional historical fiction, Patchett’s
retelling does not derive its characterizations from
biographical facts or the social-historical conditions
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of the actual event. Instead, her diverse and mem-
orable characters are defined largely by elements of
their natures that transcend the influences of their
widely varied biographies. As months pass, acts of
beauty, love, and understanding expose the super-
ficiality of the characters’ lives and concerns out-
side their captivity. As a result, Patchett fashions
the hostage crisis as a process of liberation that
affirms the transcendent value of art against the
process of history, to which the captives are forced
to return when they are violently freed at the nov-
el’s conclusion.

Like Patchett’s first two novels, The PATRON
SAINT OF LIARS (1992) and Taft (1994), Bel Canto
creates a willfully imagined and fully realized world
of its own. However, unlike her earlier novels,
Patchett’s narrative of the hostage crisis does not
take place primarily in the mind of a protagonist
contemplating a traumatic experience. Instead,
Patchett focuses her attention on creatively retell-
ing an actual historical event, thereby exploring
the possibilities of imagination in historical cir-
cumstances dominated by insularity, violence, and
global capitalism. Bel Canto begins as rebels from
La Familia de Martin Suarez—three generals and
a band of teenage soldiers—storm the house of the
vice president during “a glowing birthday dinner,
replete with an opera star,” for Katsume Hosokawa,
chairman of the Nansei Corporation (3). Though
the takeover and subsequent release of all but
the most strategically valuable hostages conforms
closely to standards of novelistic verisimilitude, the
seemingly magical extinguishment of the candles
on the guests’ tables, along with the room lights,
at the onset of the takeover, hints that the events
of the impending narrative will test the limits of
realism.

The hostages’ initial response to their situation
is a mixture of anger and guilt. Both the vice presi-
dent and Mr. Hosokawa obsessively contemplate
their own complicity in arranging the party that
resulted in the hostage takeover. Opera singer Rox-
ane Coss expresses anger with herself and her man-
ager for agreeing to perform outside of her typical
venues in the United States and Western Europe.
However, an initial and tragic act of love prefigures
both the characters’ and the novel’s exploration
of the variety of love and beauty in everyday life.

From the moment of the takeover, Roxane Coss’s
accompanist Christopf shields the body of the
world’s most famous soprano with his own. Despite
an ever-worsening illness, Christopf, who professed
his love during the flight to the concert, elects to
stay in captivity with Roxane, even after the ter-
rorists agree to release any sick hostages. It is only
after his death in a diabetic coma that Roxane real-
izes, “He had chosen to stay with her rather than
ask for the insulin that could save his life” (82).

In the wake of the accompanist’s death, the
events in the characters’ daily lives establish rela-
tionships that transcend the boundaries of lan-
guage and culture, and even the distinction
between hostage and captor. Vice President Ruben
Iglesias and French hostage Simon Thibault are
united in their attempt to cook the raw food sup-
plied by the government to feed the captives. Rox-
ane’s daily performances during her captivity lead
to the emergence of a new accompanist, Tetsuya
Kato, a lifelong pianist who had never displayed
his remarkable talent in public before. Mr. Hoso-
kawa plays seemingly interminable rounds of chess
with General Benjamin, a rebel leader. Mr. Hoso-
kawa’s translator, Gen Watanabe, uses his vast
knowledge of languages to translate tirelessly for
each member of the group, and clergyman Father
Arguedas performs religious services and gives
spiritual counsel to both hostages and captors.
The narrative also traces the ways in which these
adult characters pass on the shape of these rela-
tionships to the teenagers in the rebel army, as the
young soldiers themselves demonstrate aptitudes
for cooking, singing, chess, languages, and prayer
during the course of the occupation. Throughout
the narrative, Patchett is careful to point out the
ways in which each of these practices transcends
the limitations of speech, allowing characters who
are unable to communicate linguistically to share
a set of common interests that lie more deeply in
their natures.

This collapse of cultural and linguistic bound-
aries as the characters share personally meaning-
ful experiences leads to the emergence of real love
between numerous characters. Mr. Hosokawa, who
“believed that life, true life, was stored in music,”
begins a relationship with Roxane Coss (5). Gen
and Carmen, a young terrorist, fall in love during
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sessions in which Gen teaches her to read and
write. Though these relationships begin surrepti-
tiously, they eventually become obvious to both
the captives and captors, who do little to con-
strain their development. It is important to note
that Patchett does not restrict love to relation-
ships between captives, as Simon Thibault’s love
for his wife, Edith—released from captivity early
in the novel—persists as strongly as those between
other characters. In addition to romantic love,
Patchett explores the emergence of familial love as
well. Roxane becomes a willing teacher of Cesar, a
young rebel, when he demonstrates a remarkable
facility for opera singing. Vice President Iglesias
envisions himself adopting Ishmael, the youngest
terrorist soldier, after the standoff ends. By far the
most dramatic act of familial love occurs at the end
of the novel when, as government forces storm the
house to free the hostages, Mr. Hosokawa shields
Carmen’s body from gunfire with his own, an act
that both fails to prevent her death and results in
his own. At the conclusion of the novel, both Rox-
ane and Vice President Iglesias are left cradling the
bodies of the terrorist soldiers they imaginatively
adopted during the course of their captivity.

In its breakdown of the seemingly insurmount-
able boundaries between political and economic
leaders and country rebels, through the emergence
of shared interests and experiences, Bel Canto
stands as a stunning defense of the transformative
power of art and the imagination. In an appendix
to the novel, Patchett declares that “CNN is not
enough to live on,” and describes opera as “an
enormous, passionate, melodramatic affair that puts
the business of our lives into perspective.” “While
that world may be as fraught with heartache as our
own,” she says, “it is infinitely more gorgeous.” In
Patchett’s novel, symbols of time are repeatedly
destroyed as the aesthetic events that take place
during the occupation free both captives and cap-
tors from the concerns of history that consumed
their quotidian lives prior to the standoff. However,
Patchett does not simply celebrate the aesthetic
as an escape from the historical narrative told by
CNN. She repeatedly emphasizes the potential
for acts of real beauty and understanding to over-
come all types of boundaries between individuals.
As the novel’s final juxtaposition of captives and

rebel soldiers suggests, playing together in the sun
at the moment of the attack by government forces,
cultivation of the aesthetic has the potential to
serve as an antidote to the institutionalized vio-
lence that ends the standoff. In this way, Patchett’s
novel stands as a dramatic call for reflection on the
remark made by General Benjamin near the end of
the novel, “It makes you wonder. All the brilliant
things we might have done with our lives if we'd
only suspected we knew how” (300).
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Berne, Suzanne (1961~ ) American
novelist and short story writer

Suzanne Berne has written three novels that
explore familial relationships in middle-class Amer-
ica: A CRIME IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD (1997), A
Perfect Arrangement (2001), and The Ghost at the
Table (2006). She won the Orange Prize for fic-
tion (U.K.) in 1997 for her debut, which was also
selected as a New York Times Notable Book. Berne
has published in Ms. magazine, and regularly con-
tributes as a book reviewer to both the New York
Times and The New Yorker.

She was born in Washington, D.C., and grew
up in northern Virginia and the D.C. area. She
graduated from Wesleyan University and attended
the lowa Writers’ Workshop, then received a fel-
lowship from the National Endowment for the
Arts to complete her first novel. She has taught
at Harvard University, Wellesley College and the
Radcliffe Seminars, and currently teaches creative
writing at Boston College, living outside Boston
with her husband and two daughters.

In addition to being an Orange Prize winner
and New York Times Notable Book, Berne’s first
novel—A Crime in the Neighborhood—was also a
finalist for both the Edgar Allan Poe and Los Ange-

les Times awards for first fiction. The novel depicts
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what happens in 1972 to an idyllic middle-class
neighborhood after a young boy is found molested
and murdered. The narrator is precocious 10-year-
old Marsha Eberhardt, whose parents are getting
divorced because of her father’s affair with her
mother’s younger sister. Marsha becomes obsessed
with gathering evidence about both Boyd Elli-
son’s murder and the Watergate scandal, another
profoundly destabilizing event at the time. As an
adult, Marsha reflects upon that pivotal summer,
25 years later. While the tale is compelling, the
reader cannot help but question the veracity of
Marsha’s narration as she continually relates her
fantasies as true events, and lies to herself, her
family, neighbors, and police. The novel explores
what happens when what was once the bedrock of
one’s life—a stable loving home, a safe neighbor-
hood, and a trustworthy government—is shaken to
the core by betrayal.

Berne’s second novel, A Perfect Arrangement,
again describes a supposedly idyllic suburban life,
only to reveal its many faults and inconsistencies.
Mirella Cook-Goldman and her husband, Howard,
live in a quaint, middle-class New England town
with their two children, Pearl and Jacob. While at
first glance the family seems to be living the Amer-
ican dream, quickly and quietly cracks begin to
show: Howard resents Mirella’s long hours at the
office, Mirella feels disconnected from her family,
Pearl throws temper-tantrums, and Jacob may be
developmentally disabled. The family hopes their
problems will disappear with the hiring of their
new nanny, Randi, who seems perfect, managing
the family and home with boundless energy. But
again, nothing is as it seems. Despite the characters
sometimes feeling like stereotypes, Berne here con-
tinues her examination of familial life in suburban
America with accuracy and authenticity; but the
novel was not as well received as her first, partly
owing, perhaps, to the host of other nanny stories
published at the time.

The Ghost at the Table, Berne’s latest novel,
depicts a dysfunctional family holiday. The narra-
tor, Cynthia Fiske, a San Francisco-based author,
accepts her sister Frances’s invitation to spend
Thanksgiving with her in Concord, Massachusetts,
where the sisters immediately resume their argu-
ment about the night their terminally ill mother

died, and whether their father in fact murdered
her. The tension between them is heightened
enormously by the presence of that father, who
is now 82 years old and disabled after suffering a
stroke. While they make a show of reconciliation,
the shared trauma infuses their dialogue with deep
resentment and passive-aggressive hostility. In
addition, the novel is filled with concrete meta-
phors of dysfunctionality, including clear parallels
between the sisters and the book Cynthia is writ-
ing about Mark Twain from his daughters’ points
of view. Berne’s exploration of a familiar tale, told
through an unreliable narrator, thus takes on new
life. Her vivid characterization and well-articulated
conflicts help the reader see through all pretense,
into the real and disturbing heart of the tale, and
the novel was well received by critics.

Suzanne Berne’s work has been described as
gothic by some, although it is admitted that the
category does not truly reflect her style, as “there
is no enthusiastic and deliberate sniffing of rot”
(Carey) but instead “the tinny laughter of a sit-
com” (Leone). Critics have also compared Berne
to Joyce Carol Oates in her witty and compel-
ling exploration of morally ambiguous characters
(Leone), to Flannery O’Connor in her rather dark
and intimate portraits of the American family
(Carey, Pritchard), and to Shirley Jackson in her
investigation of the often hidden conflicts in idyllic
middle-class American life (Steinberg).

Berne is currently at work on her first collec-
tion of short stories.
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Big If Mark Costello (2002)

Nominated for the National Book Award in 2002,
MARK COSTELLO’s second novel develops a com-
plex and intensive portrait of a pre-9/11 America
anxiously bracing itself for an inevitable catastro-
phe at the hands of a maladjusted or insane terror-
ist from within, while trying desperately to prevent
such an attack. The novel examines the psyche of
a country living in fear of the future, while present-
ing the stories of the members of a Secret Service
detail that has been assigned to protect the vice
president as he runs for election to the nation’s
highest office. While profiling each of the detail’s
members both personally and professionally, the
novel offers us insight into the slow deterioration
of a late 20th-century America that seems on the
edge of implosion. As each character labors under
an increasingly intense sense of impending doom,
each hopes to salvage a damaged or progressively
deteriorating personal life.

The novel employs a hyper-visual narrative
style, interspersing traditional narrative descrip-
tion with short narrative bursts of simple sentences
or multiple phrases linked together with commas,
forcing the reader to form a visual image that glues
together small pieces of information. Such a tech-
nique mirrors the visual narrative of television
and film, in which quick-cut editing creates the
illusion of a collage of interrelated images, forc-
ing the viewer to create a natrative by imagining
transitions and synthesizing complex patterns. In
the same way, Costello asks the reader to fill in the
gaps, often deploying this hyper-visual technique
when describing decision-making processes of the
characters, setting the stage for a scene, or provid-
ing insights into actions. The technique creates
a sense of fast-paced, at times almost hysterical
movement, effectively compressing time into mil-

liseconds that add to a feeling of obsessive anxiety
as the reader progresses through the narrative. The
harried characters, like the reader, feel unable to
examine their lives, to develop a moral underpin-
ning to guide their decisions, or to reason through
their actions. Locked into such a driven hyper-
reality, each is further haunted by a mentor from
the past who lived a life founded on beliefs that
the present appears to reject yet fails to replace. In
this way, Costello paints a portrait of a postmod-
ern generation caught in a web of instability, dis-
appointment, and disillusion, while at the mercy of
memory, the legacy of a historically accomplished
but personally dysfunctional past.

Through its piercing portrayal of the lives of
several members of the Secret Service detail, the
novel provides acute insight into the postmodern
condition, while its depiction of the lasting legacy
of the baby boom era provides a searching social
commentary on the lone remaining superpower.
America has here become a paranoid, morally
adrift society that finds itself paralyzed, merely
anticipating its own demise. Costello’s fictional
intrigue thus reminds us of the work of postmod-
ern writers such as William Gibson, DAVID FOSTER
WALLACE, Walker Percy, Joyce Carol Oates, Jona-
than Franzen, and Nick Hornby, which typically
depict characters seemingly at the mercy of their
surroundings, vainly hoping to find meaning in who
they are and what they do. In Costello’s examina-
tion of America adrift, multiple subplots focus on
the characters’ failing personal lives and guarded,
mysteriously cold working relationships. The story
interweaves the characters’ pasts with their present
to create a metaphorical examination of Ameri-
can life as it passed from the free-love 1960s to the
uncharted beginnings of the 21st century.

The novel begins with a visual pastiche of
the Asplund family, focusing on the growth of two
main characters, Jens and Vi, the son and daughter
of Walter Asplund. The Asplunds seem a typical
American family, but their eccentric father marks
them as the “Atheists” of their town, rigidly struc-
turing their lives according to his perceived prin-
ciples of reason alone. An atheistic humanist and
Enlightenment thinker, Walter becomes a legend
in town for crossing out the word “God” in the
phrase “In God We Trust” on the bills of currency
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that pass through his hands, symbolically pros-
elytizing to and protesting against his culture. As
an insurance claims adjuster, Walter coldly mea-
sures the financial cost of tragedy and the loss of
human life. He believes in “the dignity of human-
kind, the Genius of Democracy, [and] the sanctity
of the contract”; that is, “in almost everything but
God.” Walter’s legacy seems to swell and harden in
the lives of his children, who strive to fill a moral
vacuum caused by his inflexible ideology. Vi lives
according to aesthetic more than moral principles,
while attempting to prevent the very tragedies her
father coldly measured as a claims adjuster, while
Jens turns to the empowering rush of computer
programming in an effort to build and sustain a
world of his own creation, a world his father calls
amoral for its lack of ethical standards. Jens soon
finds, however, that his world “grows beyond logic
and sense,” devolving into a postapocalyptic virtual
war zone that lures its players into a never-ending
game that cannot be won, controlled by the greed
of the company that owns him.

Along with the Asplunds, the novel focuses
on the struggles of the security detail’s commander,
Gretchen Wiilliams, and its most experienced
agent, Tashmo. A study in contrast, Gretchen, an
African-American woman, represents the future
of the Secret Service and America, while Tashmo
symbolizes a romanticized past that has failed to
guide its next generation. Gretchen quickly climbs
the bureaucratic ladder, elevated into ever greater
authority as the nation moves toward an ideal of
diversity. But like Vi and Jens Asplund, Gretchen
is painfully influenced by a violent past, having
grown up in Watts, witnessing the riots of 1965
and the 1990s. These experiences shape within her
a foreboding sense of Armageddon, and this para-
noia leads to a workaholic lifestyle and neglect in
the raising of her son. Her ambition is to raise a
son “who would never see his city burn,” but in so
doing she ultimately abandons him to a crippling
need to define who he is and what he means in a
world that seems on the verge of destruction.

In contrast to Gretchen’s angst-ridden activity,
Tashmo pines for a past of romantic ideals while
regretting personal failures produced by lust and
indecision. As a member of the details that pro-
tected Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, Tashmo

recalls his “best days,” idolizing Reagan while liv-
ing a life of deception. Confronted with having to
choose between mistress and wife, Tashmo chooses
to avoid both, thereby failing to live up to the Rea-
ganite ideals of “America Regained” that he lived
to protect. His life of sexual conquests and mari-
tal affairs defines him even as he nears retirement,
and his legacy results both in the tragic death of
his best friend, Lloyd Felker, and in the aimlessness
of a son that he has never known.

As Felker’s suicide haunts their Secret Service
detail, the two contrasting characters represent an
America still haunted by the 1960s, one fearful
of a return to the past, the other of its abandon-
ment. Ultimately, the novel attempts to write large
on a metaphorical canvas, depicting a microcosm
of America, victorious in its cold wat, yet adrift in
an ether of paranoia and loss, its characters search-
ing vainly for that which one of them sells, a home
that “must begin in dreams.”
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Bohjalian, Chris (1960~ ) American
novelist

Chris Bohjalian is the author of 11 novels, includ-
ing MIDWIVES, Before You Know Kindness, and The
Double Bind. Midwives was selected for Oprah’s
Book Club in 1998, and subsequently reached
number one on the New York Times Best Seller
list. Idyll Banter, a collection of his newspaper col-
umns of the same name, came out in 2003. His
fiction and nonfiction have been published widely,
appearing in Reader’s Digest, Cosmopolitan, the
Boston Globe Magazine, and the New York Times.
Bohjalian’s domestic dramas often play out as part
of larger political controversies, and his novels have
tackled social issues such as racism, midwifery, gun
control, and animal rights. His intimate portraits
of domestic life vividly depict the impact on cou-
ples and families when personal tragedies become
public spectacles. In his popular and critically
acclaimed novels, significant historical forces com-
bine and conflict with the most private of emotions
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in complex ways that shape the personal lives of his
individual characters as well as the greater world
of each novel. His unflinching portraits of people
struggling to find their way in a range of extraor-
dinary circumstances—from a snowed-in delivery
room in the woods of Vermont to the Prussian
front during World War II—are compelling illus-
trations of just how political the personal can be,
and vice versa. His novels are among the most
powerful contemporary depictions of the border
wars surrounding the public and domestic spheres
in modern life.

Bohjalian was born in 1960 in White Plains,
New York. His father was an advertising execu-
tive, and after graduating from Ambherst College
in 1982, Bohjalian followed in his father’s foot-
steps and became an account executive at ]. Wal-
ter Thompson in Manhattan. Tired of the violence
of 1980s New York City, however, he and his wife,
Victoria Brewer, an artist and photographer, moved
to Vermont in 1986, where they have lived and
worked ever since. They have one daughter, Grace.

Bohjalian found his voice as a writer in Ver-
mont, which he describes in an interview on his
Web site as “a fascinating microcosm for issues
that have relevance everywhere.” Water Witches
(1995) features a prototypical clash between the
traditional Vermont values represented by dows-
ers—the titular “water witches”—and proponents
of rural economic development who want to open
a ski resort in a small town. Vermont has featured
prominently in a significant majority of Bohjalian’s
works, with his novels frequently exposing a darker
side of the country life he gushes over unabashedly
in his newspaper columns. Skeletons at the Feast
(2008), in which a group of refugees flees Prussia
as the Third Reich collapses, was Bohjalian’s first
novel (since his disavowed debut, A Killing in the
Real World (1988)) with no significant connection
to New England life.

Midwives (1997), an account of the murder
trial of Sybil Danforth as seen through the eyes of
her teenage daughter, became an overnight best-
seller when Oprah Winfrey selected it for her Book
Club in 1998. Bohjalian described the selection in
a newspaper interview as “the greatest professional
blessing I could have.” Bohjalian followed up Mid-
wives with the Law of Similars (1999), which some

critics suggested was too similar to Midwives in its
representation of a courtroom clash between prac-
titioners of alternative and traditional medicine.
Trans-Sister Radio (2000) tells of a college profes-
sor who falls in love with a man who is about to
become a woman, while The Buffalo Soldier exam-
ines the friendship that develops between a young
African-American foster child and an elderly
neighbor in his new all-white neighborhood. In
Before You Know Kindness (2004), a troubled but
loving family is almost destroyed while an animal
rights fanatic reconsiders what is most important
to him after he is accidentally shot by his 12-year-
old daughter with his brother-in-law’s secret hunt-
ing rifle. The Double Bind (2007) portrays a young
college student dealing with the aftermath of a
brutal attack, who enters the world of Tom and
Daisy Buchanan from The Great Gatsby in a work
the Library Journal called “a complex exploration
of the human psyche and its efforts to heal and
survive in whatever manner possible.” Bohjalian’s
second novel, Past the Bleachers, was adapted for
a Hallmark television movie in 1995; Midwives
was adapted for the stage in 2000 and for a 2001
Lifetime Original Movie starring Sissy Spacek and
Peter Coyote.

Since his inclusion in Oprah’s Book Club,
Bohjalian has continued to embrace a book club
model for engaging with his fiction, offering exten-
sive discussion guides for his recent novels and
frequently connecting with his readers online in
special live chats as well as through his impres-
sive Web site, www.chrisbohjalian.com. Bohjalian’s
remarkable engagement with his readers suggests
that he agrees with his fellow Oprah author Toni
Morrison that reading should not only be a soli-
tary experience: “it should have,” in Morrison’s
words, “a talking life, a discourse that follows”
(Lamb, 256). Bohjalian follows Morrison’s edict
that “novels are for talking about and quarrel-
ing about and engaging in some powerful way,”
not simply through his selection of controversial
subject matters but through his ongoing engage-
ment with his readers. Bohjalian uses the Internet
to “have an interaction with my readers I never
thought I'd have,” he told Publishers Weekly in
December 2008, describing his Web presence as a
way of “supporting readers in the digital ages.” In
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her study of Winfrey's significant impact on con-
temporary reading practices among women, Mary
Lamb argues that Oprah endeavored through her
book club to show that electronic media might not
thwart print literacy but instead be employed to
emphasize the “social, rhetorical aspects of reading
and its role in women’s self-improvement” (256).
Bohjalian’s embrace of the Internet suggests that
he is continuing Oprah’s project and putting him-
self on the cutting edge of exploring not simply
the tensions but the productive potential interplay
between print and new media.

Bohjalian has said that he loves “novels that
teach me something,” and each of his own novels
is painstakingly researched to ensure that it accu-
rately and subtly captures its particular histori-
cal or social context. He researches his novels so
carefully, he says, because he wants them to read
as “fictional memoirs,” which means avoiding
any distracting false notes. He pays homage to his
favorite authors in his fiction, and his novels fea-
ture elements of the “gloriously eccentric and idio-
syncratic” characters he loves in John Irving, the
page-turning courtroom thrills of John Grisham’s
best work, and the intensely personal dramas of
Joyce Carol Oates. Although some critics have
complained that Bohjalian’s characters occasion-
ally lack the complexity of his plots, his many read-
ers embrace the vivid drama of his novels and the
light-hearted personal reflections of his columns as
enthusiastically as he, in turn, engages with them.
Bohjalian’s upcoming novel, Secrets of Eden, a sus-
penseful exploration of faith and sacrifice in the
face of revelation—both sacred and profane—is
slated for a 2010 release.
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Bombardiers Po Bronson (1995)

PO BRONSON’s debut novel is a workplace farce set
in the early 1990s, at the San Francisco high-rise
bond-trading offices of the Atlantic Pacific Cor-
poration. The story follows Sidney Greeder, a vet-
eran trader known as the King of Mortgages, and
Mark “Eggs” Igino, a trading wunderkind whose
ambivalence toward the profession forces Greeder
to reconsider his own life goals—mainly his deci-
sion to continue working at a job he hates until he
can cash out his company stock. Greeder and Igino
are at the center of a group of always-hustling bond
salesmen and women who start work at 4 A.M., and
have virtually no lives outside their work.

A novel very much of and about its time, Bom-
bardiers relentlessly satirizes the hyper-capitalist
mindset that came to prominence in 1980s America.
Its sharp take on corporate greed and incompetence
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evokes nonfiction works such as Michael Lewis’s
Liar’s Poker (1989), an account of 1980s Wall Street
bond traders, and James B. Stewart’s Den of Thieves
(1992), which recounted the insider-trading scan-
dals that marked that decade; as well as Tom Wolfe’s
The Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), a novel set par-
tially in 1980s Wall Street. In his introduction to the
2003 reprint of Bombardiers, Bronson describes the
novel as an angry work, an act of revenge for the
people he saw brutalized by an increasingly inhu-
mane corporate mentality.

In Bombardiers Bronson pushes that world-
view to its absurd extreme, with the language
and ideology of capitalism pervading every facet
of life and making Atlantic Pacific’s employees
miserable. (Rather than marriage, one character
proposes a “merger of his limited partnership and
her corporation.”) The story opens with Sidney
Greeder explaining, “It was a filthy profession, but
the money was addicting, and one addiction led to
another, and they were all going to hell.” Greeder
then recalls the numerous ways in which their
addiction has ruined—or will soon ruin—the lives
of his fellow bond traders. He, meanwhile, assures
himself that he truly hates the bonds he is asked
to sell, a complex rationalization that allows him to
believe he is subverting the system of which he is
an integral part.

Yet it is that ostensible contempt for the
financial system, his boss informs him, that makes
Greeder such a great salesman. The boss, Coy-
ote Jack, reminds Greeder to sell what he is told,
including an upcoming offering that Greeder sus-
pects will go bad, dooming the company. Sidney
Greeder plans to ride out the chaos for the last few
months until he has enough money to leave. But of
course Coyote Jack has no plans to let him leave.

Into Atlantic Pacific Corporation’s skyscraper
of intrigue walks Mark Igino, a new recruit and
Greeder’s trading understudy. Igino arrives with a
reputation as an iconoclast, having established a
lucrative market for lecture notes during the com-
pany’s mandatory training seminars. He watches
the increasingly harried bond traders from a dis-
tance, amused but compassionate. As he watches,
he formulates a series of Laws of Information Eco-
nomics, which include the reminder that “Power is
Temporary!!!”

As the only salesman willing to understand the
accounting behind Atlantic Pacific’s bonds, Igino
quickly discovers a problem with the company’s
latest offering. The numbers add up to 110 percent,
a mathematical impossibility. When Igino warns his
bosses, they go ahead with the faulty math but pro-
mote him to senior vice president, telling the Wall
Street Jowrnal that he had discovered an extra 10
percent of collateral in their offering. “The corrup-
tion of language and the manipulation of time and
the distortion of numbers,” the novel states, “were
all part of the art of selling.”

Igino’s blithe attitude toward this aspect of his
job gives way to doubt about whether he should
not return to Mexico and the woman who once
loved him. In the world of Bombardiers, his lost love
is one among many, as the bond-sellers continually
defer their happiness to the future, living only to
serve their addiction to making money. Bronson
evokes the pathos of his characters’ plights with
subtle restraint, though as stand-ins for capitalist
shortsightedness they remain fairly prototypical.

Igino’s doubt about the company—not only
about its accounting practices but about the moral
defensibility of its business—spreads to Greeder.
Still, the latter sees himself as invaluable to the
company, and is only months from retiring with a
hefty bonus. The five years he devoted to the com-
pany will give him the means to live the life he has
always wanted, though he has no real idea what
that life might look like. He confides all this to the
company doctor, who soon after mysteriously dis-
appears. Igino, too, effectively disappears, walking
away in disgust, with no explanation.

Thus Greeder stands alone, as Bronson’s satire
culminates with the Atlantic Pacific Corporation
managing a buyout not of another company, but of
a sovereign nation, the Dominican Republic. This
act of economic colonialism would effectively ren-
der the country a corporate state, but only Greeder
has misgivings. His bosses think it a great innova-
tion in business. The U.S. government assumes
that the market can manage a democracy better
than any government, and dispatches agents to
help push through the deal. The United Nations
sends a peacekeeping force to observe the transfer
of power, with the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission looking on. Bombardiers climaxes in a scene
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of frenetic financial farce as the bond sellers try
to meet their quotas surrounded by U.S. military;
the market and government have become merged
completely, and the result is utterly dysfunctional.

To gain media exposure for the book’s publi-
cation, Bronson chose to satirize both the financial
and the publishing worlds by offering stocks in his
book; a year later, shareholders would be allowed
to cash in for $4 a share. Bronson and his publisher
composed a prospectus touting Bombardiers as “the
business novel of the 1990s, by one of the most
exciting new authors we have had the privilege to
publish.” The strategy ensured a number of men-
tions in the business and mainstream press.
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Brick Lane Monica Ali (2003)

MONICA ALI's debut novel is a carefully con-
structed exploration of questions of cultural and
personal identity. It tells the story of Nazneen, a
teenage girl from Bangladesh, who enters into an
arranged marriage with Chanu, a significantly older
compatriot living in London. While the first part
of the novel covers the initial years of Nazneen’s
time in London from 1985 to 1988, it is inter-
spersed with occasional reminiscences of her child-
hood in her native village, and with letters from
her younger sister Hasa. The second part of the
novel bridges the years from 1988 to 2001, and is
told exclusively by means of Hasa’s letters; while
the third and most substantial part of the book
revolves around Nazneen’s life as a wife to Chanu
and a mother to her two daughters Shahana and
Bibi from February 2001 to March 2002.

While there are many references to social and
political events, such as the years of the Thatcher
government in Britain, the race riots in English
towns such as Oldham and Bradford, and the ter-
rorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the focus of
the novel clearly lies on the gradual development
of Nazneen from a demure Bangladeshi coun-
try girl into a self-confident woman engaging in

an illicit affair with a younger man. Radical as it
may seem, Nazneen’s personal transformation is
never portrayed as a process of simple assimila-
tion, of shedding one identity in favor of another,
but rather as a complex negotiation between her
mostly unarticulated desires and the expectations
of those around her. Ultimately, the novel suggests
that finding one’s place in society depends more
on a sense of self than on conformity with society’s
rules and expectations, although the significance of
these is never wholly repudiated.

Nazneen’s initial outlook on life is exemplified
by the story, “How You Were Left to Your Fate,” in
which her mother desists from taking the newborn
Nazneen to hospital even though the sickly baby
refuses all nourishment for several days. Since the
baby survived, Nazneen’s mother concludes that
the only way to deal with one’s fate is to submit to
it; a quiescence characteristic of Nazneen'’s initial
years in London, as she enters into an arranged
marriage, demurely occupies herself with household
chores, and never ventures outside the boundaries
of Tower Hamlets, a part of London traditionally
considered the focal point of the city’s Bangla-
deshi community. As a series of incidents in her
life and in the lives of those around her gradually
forces her to question the wisdom of her fatalistic
outlook, Nazneen becomes increasingly active and
vocal, just as her family faces the important deci-
sion whether or not to leave England and return to
Bangladesh.

This development is paralleled by or con-
trasted with developments in many other charac-
ters surrounding Nazneen. Chanu, for instance,
her significantly older and by no means attractive
husband, is a man obsessed with the idea of self-
improvement and education. In possession of a
B.A. in English literature from Dhaka University,
as well as several evening-class certificates, Chanu,
who also provides much of the novel’s comic relief,
sees the world firmly divided into “ignorant types”
and “respectable types,” reckoning himself among
the latter group. It is only toward the end of the
book that he comes to realize that no such clear-
cut dichotomy can reflect the true complexity of
the world; and despite the fact that he persists in
outwardly presenting himself as the head of his
family, he gradually comes to rely on Nazneen’s
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support and judgment. Hasa, Nazneen’s younger
sister, at first serves as a foil to her sibling’s doc-
ile acceptance of fate. Refusing to enter into an
arranged marriage, young Hasa elopes from her
native village with the nephew of the local saw-
mill owner. As can be expected, however, in a
novel that refuses to provide its readers with shal-
low truths, it remains highly arguable whether
the path she chooses is a happier one than that of
her less rebellious sister. Karim, the young man of
Bangladeshi descent with whom Nazneen has an
affair, was born in London, and thus belongs to
a generation facing very different issues than do
those older Bangladeshis who have a home that
they hope to return to one day. Disaffected with
his seniors’ passivity in the face of growing hos-
tility at the hands of English nationalists, Karim
becomes the spokesman for the Bengal Tigers, a
group of Muslims intent on defending the rights
of their community. As their affair continues,
however, Nazneen and Karim begin to realize that
their mutual attraction is predominantly based on
what they represent to each other rather than on
who they truly are.

The various difficulties confronting people
attempting to find a home away from home are fur-
ther illustrated by a host of minor characters, none
of whom seem at ease in their current situations.
And the challenge of Brick Lane, as well as the
controversy it has evoked, arises from its refusal to
offer any blanket judgments or clear-cut recipes for
personal happiness. With its focus on everyday life
in multicultural London, Brick Lane is comparable
to ZADIE SMITH’s WHITE TEETH (2000); but just
like Smith, Ali would abandon this setting entirely
in her subsequent work, Alentejo Blue (2000),
which is concerned with life in a Portuguese vil-
lage. In 2007, Sarah Gavron turned Brick Lane into
a film, which struggles to capture the psychological
development of its heroine, and in so doing omits
some of those scenes that are among the most poi-
gnant in the book.
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Brief History of the Dead, The Kevin
Brockmeier (2006)

KEVIN BROCKMEIER’s second novel stems from an
evocative premise: The dead wind up in an after-
life limbo known only as The City, where they will
remain as long as they are remembered by those
still alive on Earth. The City “was not heaven,
and it was not hell, and it certainly was not the
world” (though it bears more than a little resem-
blance to the latter, with its office buildings, cafes,
taxi cabs, all manner of churches, and even its
own newspaper). The story pursues the possibili-
ties of this concept through two alternating narra-
tive threads. The odd chapters trace the quotidian
travails of a handful of denizens of The City. The
even ones follow Laura Byrd, an “environmental
impact specialist” in her early 30s, in the employ
of the Coca-Cola corporation, stranded in Ant-
arctica on a mission to investigate the viability of
using polar ice to make soft drinks. The novel is set
in a near future in which gorillas, elephants, and
whales are either extinct or very near to it, and the
urban landscape is dotted with “terrorist warning
beacons.” We soon learn that a viral pandemic,
referred to by the newly dead as “The Blinks,” has
decimated the population of Earth, thus flooding
and subsequently draining the population of the
City. Laura Byrd is the last living person, so those
left in The City remain there only because their
lives had intersected with hers at some point or
another.

In an interview with powells.com, Brock-
meier contends that The Brief History of the Dead
“straddles the divide between literary fiction and
fantasy. In some ways it’s a survival narrative, in
other ways a postapocalyptic character study, and
in still other ways a sort of jigsaw story about the
connections we forge with each other.” Indeed, the
novel is inventive enough to press at the limits of
any particular genre, while still resonating with a
number of venerable narrative and philosophic
models. The speculative ore of what it means to
be the last person on Earth has been well mined in
literary circles, by works such as David Markson’s
Wittgenstein’s Mistress, and in popular culture from [
Am Legend to film’s Omega Man and Pixar’s current
Wall-E (though the titular robot is not a person,
strictly speaking). Though Brockmeier has cited
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Apsley Cherry-Garrard’s memoir The Worst Journey
in the World as a resource for his Antarctic verisi-
militude, the survivalist elements of the story also
recall the work of Jack London, and iconic cast-
aways from Robinson Crusoe to Lost. The novel’s
thematic exploration of death as a means to come
to terms with life is akin to the film After Life, by
the Japanese director Koreeda Hirokazu, as well as
Alice Sebold’s 2002 best seller The Lovely Bones.
The first chapter of The Brief History of the
Dead was published years ahead of the rest (in the
September 8, 2003, issue of The New Yorker), as a
short story of the same title. It details the “cross-
ings” of several of The City’s inhabitants, their rec-
ollection of the journey from life to afterlife:

The stories people told about the crossing
were as varied and elaborate as their ten
billion lives, so much more particular than
those other stories, the ones they told about
their deaths ... Lev Paley said that he had
watched his atoms break apart like marbles,
roll across the universe, then gather them-
selves together again out of nothing at all.
Hanbing Li said that he woke inside the
body of an aphid and lived an entire life in
the flesh of a single peach. Graciella Cavazos
would say only that she began to snow—
four words—and smile bashfully whenever
anyone pressed her for details.

To some of the novel’s detractors, Brockmeier’s
unfolding narrative fails to make good on the
promise of the opening chapter’s lyricism and
imagination; to its champions, the interwoven
narrative strands accumulate insightful musings
on the nature of memory and the traffic of human
relationships. Isolated and freezing to death, Laura
Byrd sifts, Krapp-like, through the detritus of her
short life, and Brockmeier emphasizes the degree
to which ostensibly minor moments gain weight by
retrospection. We feel the reverberations between
inner and outer worlds. As Laura busies her trou-
bled mind with the associative word-games she
used to play as a child—*Ice. Frost. Frosting. Cross-
ing. Railroad Crossing. Railroad Train. Fabric Train.
Wedding dress.”—one of her deceased coworkers,
Nathaniel Puckett, endeavors to compile a list of

“the number of people [he’s] capable of remember-
ing when the right chain of associations occur”:
mailmen, people from the gym, his girlfriends, his
softball team. Laura’s journey across the polar ice
to a radio station, in a last-ditch effort to make
human contact, brings into relief the contacts she
had made on Earth.

In The City, Laura’s survival engenders a sec-
ond chance for old relationships, as well as the
forging of new ones. Her parents, Philip and Mar-
ion Byrd, achieve a closeness in death that escaped
them in life, and her childhood best friend Minny
Rings finds love with Laura’s ex-boyfriend and jour-
nalism teacher, Luka Sims. Ultimately, the novel
strives to balance its flashy and compelling sci-fi
conceit with an earthy intimacy culled from finely
observed personal detail. Brockmeier explored
similar terrain of memory and loss in his first novel,
The Truth about Celia (2004), which takes the form
of a science-fiction writer’s attempts to cope with
the loss of his daughter through fictional reinter-
pretations of her life at different points in her brief
past and imagined future.

After the publication of the opening chapter
of the novel, Warner Brothers purchased the film
rights to the story. The Brief History of the Dead has
an interactive Web site, which includes a map of
The City and lists “Kevin Brockmeier” as one of its
inhabitants.
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Brief Interviews with Hideous Men David
Foster Wallace (1999)

DAVID FOSTER WALLACE'’s second collection of
stories revolves around a set of formal and the-
matic patterns that advance the concerns of his
previous work: the alternately liberating and crip-
pling nature of postmodern irony, self-conscious-
ness, and critical distance; the frightening and
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potentially impossible transition from adolescence
to adulthood; addiction in every possible guise; the
omnipresence of corporate media, and its penetra-
tion into our private interior lives. Wallace himself
suggested that its central preoccupation is “loneli-
ness” (Silverblatt interview).

Thus, the challenging, broadly experimental,
and resolutely impious Brief Interviews projects a
greater sense of unity than many short story col-
lections, including Wallace’s own GIRL WITH
CURIOUS HAIR (1989) and Oblivion (2004) but
does so with only a minimal reliance on narra-
tive and character continuity. Many of the book’s
pieces are presented as numbered fragments of
larger cycles that may or may not exist—we are
given only 16 of 72 “Brief Interviews with Hid-
eous Men,” for instance, along with three of the
24 parts of “Yet Another Example of the Porous-
ness of Certain Borders.” The book’s centerpiece,
“Octet,” promises eight vignettes, but it appears
that only five of these “Pop Quizzes” have made
it out of the narrator’s head, and one of them is
obstinately entitled “Pop Quiz 9.” This deliber-
ate emphasis on the work’s fragmentary nature
recalls Wallace’s most direct and obvious literary
antecedents—Thomas Pynchon, William Gaddis,
Julio Cortazar, John Barth—but also progenitors of
romantic irony like Sgren Kierkegaard, or Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, who published the deliberately
fragmentary “Dejection: An Ode” (1802), with
two of its nine stanzas mysteriously omitted.

The collection’s almost mathematical obses-
sion with broken symmetries begins on page “[0]”
with “A Radically Condensed History of Postindus-
trial Life.” Using only 79 words, Wallace punches
out the tale of an anonymous man and a woman
who are introduced, don social facades in the hope
of being liked, have dinner, and then drive “home
alone, staring straight ahead, with the very same
twist to their faces.” Its monotonous final sen-
tence—"One never knew, after all, now did one
now did one now did one”—sets the tone for the
rest of the collection, in which an isolated, iter-
ated, and anonymous “one” is placed in opposi-
tion to dreams of a higher symmetry (e.g., eight
vignettes, 72 “Brief Interviews,” or 24 “Examples of
Porousness”), or a clean slate, free from the corro-
sive effects of personal and collective trauma (e.g.,

the bracketed zero). Human beings, in Wallace’s
vision of contemporary America, are almost uni-
formly broken, uncertain, and alone.

As earlier Wallace works like INFINITE JEST
(1996) and The Broom of the System (1986) implied,
such isolation and uncertainty become a semiper-
manent aspect of lived experience with the onset
of puberty. In “Laughing with Kafka,” an essay from
the Consider the Lobster collection (2005), Wallace
concludes that “our present culture is, both devel-
opmentally and historically, ‘adolescent’” (64n).
“Forever Overhead,” the first extended story in
Brief Interviews, opens with a blunt “Happy Birth-
day,” as a boy inaugurates his 13th year at an over-
chlorinated public swimming pool, accompanied by
his nuclear family, despite wanting “to come alone”
(6). A direct, almost naive juxtaposition of the
childlike and the adult, “Forever Overhead” offers
countless details of the boy’s inner and outer life,
including the recent growth of seven “hard dan-
gerous spirals of brittle black hair” (5) in his left
armpit and 12 in his right, and the resemblance of
his towel to “one big face of Yogi Bear” (10). The
protagonist’s fear of the high dive is the central
conflict. Summoning the will to climb it, he enters
the region of pure thought that is suspended above
the pool’s frenetic “system of movement” (8). But
thought is scarcely distinguishable from compulsive
overthinking, which is, he realizes, the root of the
fear and self-doubt that prevent him from diving.
The boy wishes to remain “forever overhead,” con-
templating the dynamics of his family, the strange
changes to his body, and the “movement” below;
but a combination of his own shame and the com-
plaints of the swimmers queued behind him finally
pushes him to “step into the skin and disappear”
(16). This skin is the disgusting accretion that the
feet of generations of divers have left at the end of
the board, but also the surface of the pool, which
separates air from water, thought from action, and
childhood from what two later stories will call the
“Adult World.”

The unusual second-person narration that
runs through “Forever Overhead” addresses both
the birthday boy and Wallace’s reader. Its impera-
tive to “step into the skin and disappear,” followed
only by the implied splash into the pool and a final
hesitant “Hello,” scarcely prepares us for the first
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of the “Brief Interviews with Hideous Men” on the
following page, which plunges into the perverse
and lonely realm of adulthood. The remainder of
the book will invite us to “step into the skin” of
characters with whom it is all but impossible to
empathize. Yet this seems to be the collection’s
primary ethical imperative: to feel and understand
that everyone—from adolescent boys to pornog-
raphy addicts to fiction writers to sadomasochists
who perform elaborate, vacuous self-analyses to
snooker their victims—is driven by the same “lone-
liness” that drives each of us.

But the ethical project of Brief Interviews is
transected by a critical project that seems to delight
in its efforts to unravel the system of “needy and
manipulative” tricks (62), which characters like
“The Depressed Person” have adopted as postmod-
ern coping strategies. The intermittent questions
posed to Wallace’s “hideous men” by their presum-
ably female interlocutors make it clear that these
dialogues are really extended monologues. Most
of the conversation here takes place between the
hideous men and themselves; the “Interviews” are
an exhausting—and hardly brief— seesaw of rev-
elations and concealments. Although some of their
responses imply that they have been asked long and
complex questions, Wallace transcribes these ques-
tions with one after another undifferentiated “Q.”
The defenses these men have built up over the
course of their lives preemptively annul the possibil-
ity of productive conversation, much less personal
growth. Stripped of empathy, their introspection
becomes merely a tool for manipulating others, and
for retroactive and proactive self-justification.

“Octet” translates this hideous psychology into
the realm of fiction. The book’s formal, thematic,
and literal center asks whether an author can
authentically communicate a story without sliding
into either total uncertainty, which traps the reader
in a web of manipulative solipsism, or total certainty,
which traps her in a facile, melodramatic simula-
crum of human experience. Wallace’s answer in
Brief Interviews (especially “Octet,” “The Depressed
Person,” and “Adult World” [I] and [II]) is transpar-
ency. He attempts to expose the rhetorical trickery
that fictional narrators, as well as real authors, use
to conceal their personal flaws and ulterior motives.
The problem with such an approach, which has

frustrated many readers and which Wallace was
painfully aware of, is that it so closely resembles the
calculating, ironic discourse utilized by the collec-
tion’s cast of hideous characters. Perhaps Wallace’s
true intervention, in Brief Interviews and through-
out his career, is not his trademark use of footnotes,
but rather the way in which he posits irony as a vis-
ceral, actual problem that can never be completely
resolved. It can only be temporarily circumvented in
the hope of gesturing toward something more real—
indeed, Wallace’s next collection of stories, Oblivion,
continues in the same vein.

If Infinite Jest gives at least some outline of
what hope might look like in contemporary and
near-future America (Pemulis’s open endorse-
ment of change, or Don Gately’s strict adherence
to AA’s disciplinary ethics), Brief Interviews leaves
us with nothing except the invitation to step into
another’s skin, an incomplete and insufficient “Pop

Quiz” that leaves us with a blunt imperative: “So
decide.”
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Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, The
Junot Diaz (2007)

JUNOT DIiAZ’s Pulitzer Prize—winning novel, The
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, tells an intricate,
multilayered, and compelling tale of a Domini-
can-American family and its origins in Santo
Domingo. Through the voice of an unknown
and omniscient narrator, we are first introduced
to the novel’s sheltered but sexually active pro-
tagonist, Oscar Wao, who lives with his mother
and sister in Paterson, New Jersey. After he is
rejected by one of his first loves, Oscar puts on
weight, becoming indifferent to his appearance,
and—not untypically—immerses himself in video
games, role-playing, anime, and science fiction. In
an SAT preparation course, however, he meets a
young woman who wants to be his friend; but the
budding romance becomes only another source of
sexual frustration as he watches the young woman
return to her much older (and thoroughly disrepu-
table) boyfriend.

The novel’s second section is narrated by
Oscar’s sister, Lola, a smart, rebellious punk aspi-
rant, who tells the starkly contrasting tales of her
mother’s nascent cancer and her own sudden dis-
appearance (along with her boyfriend) until dis-
covered by Oscar and her mother and sent back to
the old country for a time.

The third part of the first book tells the story
of the mother Beli’s tempestuous youth in Santo
Domingo during the brutal rule of the dictator
Rafael Trujillo. Beli, “a girl so tall your leg bones
ached just looking at her” (77), is raised by her
aunt, La Inca, and as a teenager twice falls in love
with the “wrong kind” of man, the first a spoiled
playboy at her school who does not love her and is
whisked away to military school by his disapproving
family, and the second a dangerous gangster who,
the narrator notes, is “a flunky for the Trujillato,
and not a minor one” (119). When Lola becomes
pregnant with the gangster’s child, his wife sends
hit men after her and she is beaten very badly.
Even after she is rescued by La Inca, the thugs con-
tinue to stalk her, and at last she must leave the
country for New York.

The central narrator of The Brief Wondrous
Life of Oscar Wao makes his appearance only in the
fourth part of the first book, a weightlifting Rutgers

student and quasi-boyfriend of Lola, whom she has
nursed after a bad beating and with whom she later
lives. Yunior is a memorable and peculiarly omni-
scient narrator, possessed not merely of a wealth
of knowledge of Dominican history and lore, but
of intimate awareness both of the actions and the
thoughts of the other characters. His voice displays
a certain comic crudeness, but he makes astute
observations about Dominican culture, Domini-
can-American issues, and the violence of Santo
Domingo during this era (some in the novel’s
amusing colloquial footnotes, which are commen-
surate with his voice and style).

Yunior explains how his affection for Lola led
him to live with Oscar in a dorm room at Rutgers
University, in order to take care of the socially
ill-adjusted boy. At this time, Yunior explains,
Oscar was still obese and very much absorbed in
his reclusive pastimes of role-playing, anime, and
Tolkien. He describes how he tried to help Oscar
lose weight and develop social skills, and how that
effort failed when Oscar at last turned on him and
the two fought. Yunior then narrates, in omniscient
detail, how Oscar meets a goth girl who later aban-
dons him, how Oscar throws a violent tantrum in
the girl’s dorm room, and how he later attempts
suicide by jumping off the New Brunswick train
bridge, a failure that results in two broken legs and
a separated shoulder.

In addition to his narration of the lives of
Oscar, Lola, and their mother, Yunior delivers
a skillful account of Abelard, Lola and Oscar’s
grandfather, a clever doctor who shields his daugh-
ters from Trujillo, the notorious dictator. Shortly
after Abelard fails to bring his two oldest daughters
to a “Presidential Event,” however, he is arrested
by the secret police and imprisoned in appalling
conditions. He is sentenced to 18 years in prison,
soon after which his wife and two older daughters
all die suddenly, leaving the youngest daughter,
Beli, under the care of La Inca.

After his sister Lola’s return to the United
States, Oscar falls deeply in love with a prosti-
tute, Ybén, with whom he starts a relationship.
And at this point Oscar’s life takes on the kind
of resonance characteristic of tragedy, echoing
salient features of his mother’s otherwise dissimi-
lar story—both engaging in mostly one-sided and
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highly dangerous love affairs that seem to outsiders
to be mere folly. Oscar is nearly beaten to death by
the men of the prostitute’s jealous boyfriend, just as
his mother was beaten by the men of her gangster
boyfriend’s jealous wife; and while he recovers from
his injuries Oscar first reflects on the alleged fuku,
or curse on his family. While he heals, he longs for
the object of his affection, just as his mother had
done before. Even when Ybén informs him that
she is marrying the captain, the very man who had
Oscar beaten, and even after Oscar’s lonely return
to Paterson, he still longs for her.

At last, his longing leads him to return to
Santo Domingo in search of her, but he is soon
captured and killed by the captain’s men, after
delivering a tragic monologue explaining the rea-
sons for his act and musing on the pitiless fiats of
love. Yunior then narrates how he accompanies
Lola to reclaim Oscar’s body, and she swears never
to return to Santo Domingo. A year and a half
later, Lola breaks up with him and they lose con-
tact. But later, after she has married a Cuban man,
had a child, and moved back to Paterson, they
reestablish contact, and she introduces Yunior to
her son as her brother’s best friend.

The novel is freighted with literary references,
even in its seemingly innocuous focus on Paterson,
New Jersey, which was the subject of a long text
by William Carlos Williams and a poem by Allen
Ginsberg, and was the childhood home of both.
Yunior describes the young Beli as “more Penelope
than Whore of Babylon” (109), calls Oscar a “Cali-
ban” (170), and refers to Salman Rushdie in his
footnoted discussion of dictators (97). In one of the
novel’s later sections, in which Yunior narrates the
story of Lola and Oscar’s grandfather, Diaz has him
identify himself as one of “us lit majors” (232). The
intelligent and well-read Lola shares Yunior’s liter-
ary sensibility, recalling in the course of her own
narrative her pastime of reading Ayn Rand and
her erstwhile ambition for Oscar to become “the
Dominican Joyce” (62, 68). Yunior recalls seeing
Lola reading “with such concentration I thought
she might hurt herself” (198). Oscar himself nurses
the ambition of becoming “the Dominican Stephen
King” or “the Dominican Tolkien” (27, 192). Even
according to “lit major” Yunior, Oscar spends an
inordinate and even inappropriate amount of time

reading and writing; and in its intensity and lack
of worldly success his devotion to writing reveals
intellectual parallels to his own harmful romantic
assymetries.

Throughout Wao, Diaz returns to the sub-
ject of Dominican superstition and belief in the
supernatural. Very early in the novel, for example,
Yunior explains the fuku, the bad luck or curse
that is allegedly haunting Oscar and Lola’s family.
In telling Beli’s history, Yunior remarks, “there are
still many, on and off the Island, who offer Beli’s
near-fatal beating as irrefutable proof that the
House of Cabral was indeed victim of a high-level
fuku” (152). Alongside this spiritual concern, how-
ever, is a sustained, sensual, and subtle treatment
of the body, from Diaz’s vivid account of Oscar’s
ballooning weight, to the nubile bodies of teenage
women and their dangerous allure for men; from
the visceral details of Oscar’s accident, to Beli’s
and Oscar’s beatings, Lola’s shaving of her head,
and Beli’s miscarriage and cancer. Politically, the
novel offers a thorough and sensitive exploration
of the roots and consequences of the “Dominican
Diaspora” (Beli refers to Dominica as “this un-
country”), and the social topography of this phe-
nomenon is in many ways reflected psychologically
in Oscar’s status as a perpetual outsider.
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Brockmeier, Kevin (1972— ) American
short story writer, children’s novelist
Brockmeier is the author of two short story collec-
tions, Things That Fall from the Sky and The View
from the Seventh Layer, and two novels, The Truth
about Celia and The BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DEAD.
He has also written two children’s novels, City of
Names and Grooves: A Kind of Mystery. His stories,
both for children and adults, juxtapose the quotid-
ian and the fantastic, while his adult work often
addresses themes of memory and loss, using fantas-
tic elements to illuminate the emotional lives of his
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characters. His work is further known for its evoca-
tive and original figurative language.

Brockmeier was born in Hialeah, Florida, in
1972. His family moved to Little Rock, Arkansas,
in 1976, where he showed an early aptitude for
language and storytelling. He later developed an
interest in theater, performing in plays and drama
contests at the Parkview Arts and Science Magnet
High School. After graduating in 1991 he enrolled
in Southwest Missouri State University, where he
pursued an interdisciplinary degree in creative
writing, philosophy, and theater. He graduated in
1995 and next attended the lowa Writers’ Work-
shop, earning a master of fine arts degree in 1997.

He published his first work that year, and his
stories have since appeared in numerous publica-
tions, including the Georgia Review, McSweeney’s,
and the New Yorker, as well as in anthologies such
as The Best American Short Stories and The Year’s
Best Fantasy and Horror. Many reviewers describe
his work as reminiscent of Italo Calvino and Jorge
Luis Borges, as well as Milan Kundera and Donald
Barthelme, all of whom combine realism and fan-
tasy and show a strong inclination toward philo-
sophical fiction. In an interview with Web Del Sol
Literary Dialogues, Brockmeier himself mentions
the Brothers Grimm as influences, and admits that
Barthelme’s stories “are all-or-nothing affairs for
me: either I respond to them as wonderful, richly
human flights of fancy or as sterile, wasted little
language-experiments, though TI'll admit that I
might place a given story in one category and then
the other during different readings.”

Like Kelly Link (Stranger Things Happen,
Magic for Beginners), Brockmeier often adapts fig-
ures from pop culture and folklore in his stories.
His first published work, “A Day in the Life of Half
of Rumpelstiltskin” (collected in Things That Fall
from the Sky), offers a sequel to the fairy tale. In
Brockmeier’s story the title character, after tearing
himself in half in a fit of rage, relocates to a con-
temporary, “realistic” America. “Half of Rumpel-
stiltskin,” as he calls himself, lives a humdrum life
dominated by an unforgiving boss and unsatisfy-
ing job, the drudgery of grocery shopping, and the
salve of reality television. Giving a speech to the
local women’s auxiliary organization, he is repeat-
edly mistaken for another fairy-tale character, the

Big Bad Wolf. Half of Rumpelstiltskin stoically
endures these small indignities but is haunted by
his feelings of incompleteness. Meanwhile, the
other Half of Rumpelstiltskin sends Mad-Libs let-
ters, apologizing that “When the words don’t come
to me, I figure they must be yours.” The story,
which won the Italo Calvino Short Fiction Award,
is marked by the offbeat humor and melancholic,
yet unsentimental tone characterizing much of
Brockmeier’s work.

In “The Ceiling,” from the same collection,
the protagonist begins to be aware of the failure of
his marriage, and to recognize his wife’s increasing
emotional distance. Simultaneously, a large black
ceiling begins to descend on the town, and as with
the sense of incompleteness felt by Half of Rum-
pelstiltskin, the protagonist’s emotional life takes
on a literal, yet fantastic meaning: for him, the sky
is literally falling, albeit very slowly, and as the ceil-
ing inexorably descends it flattens the entire life he
has known.

Brockmeier describes the fantasy element in
his work as “mainly practical” (McMyne). While
his stories’ themes seem congruent with much con-
temporary literary fiction, he notes that “When I
try to write, say, strictly realistic domestic fiction—
much of which I enjoy reading—a shade seems to
descend inside my head, and I find it very difficult
to see through to the other side.” Thus, much of
his writing involves fantastical elements strongly
grounded in a realistic world, as in “The Ceiling,”
or fantastical characters treated realistically, as in
“A Day in the Life of Half of Rumpelstiltskin.”

The protagonist of Brockmeier’s first novel,
The Truth about Celia, shares the author’s ambiva-
lence toward distinctions between fantasy and real-
ity. For Christopher Brooks, fantasy—the process
of creating fiction—offers a powerful consolation.
The novel, in stories, collects Brooks’s fictions
about his missing daughter, Celia, and he portrays
his works as an extended act of mourning for failed
rescue, beginning with the first story, “March 15,
1997.” Titled for the date of Celia’s disappearance,
Brooks’s story imagines her as radiant, then inex-
plicably gone; the following stories speculate on
how she might have disappeared, and where she
might have gone. In “The Green Children,” Celia
mysteriously appears outside a medieval town. In
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“The Telephone,” she calls her father, seemingly
from beyond the grave. In the novel’s most con-
sistently realistic story, “Appearance, Disappear-
ance, Levitation, Transformation, and the Divided
Women” the abducted Celia has grown up in her
own autonomous life, unaware of her real family.
Revealing the story as his own coping mechanism,
the author Brooks inserts within it a parenthetical
“I want her to be happy.” The novel, with its series
of interconnected, multiple-genre stories, recalls
the work of David Mitchell, particularly CLOUD
ATLAS (2004).

Brockmeier’s second novel, The Brief History
of the Dead, more explicitly divides the realm of the
fantastic from that of the ordinary. The principal
link between the two, however, remains the theme
of memory and storytelling. The novel’s central
conceit is The City, where people go after death,
surviving there as long as they are remembered by
the living. (Brockmeier bases this view of the after-
life on one attributed to “many African societies”
and described in the novel’s epigraph. The cited
source for the story, however, is James Lowen’s
Lies My Teacher Told Me, further blurring the lines
between fantasy and reality.) As an apocalyptic
virus begins to ravage the real world, The City’s
residents themselves begin to vanish. Soon only a
few are left, all of them remembered by humanity’s
lone survivor, Laura Byrd, a researcher in the Ant-
arctic. Brockmeier alternates chapters between the
search for an explanation among the characters
of The City, and Byrd’s struggle for survival;, and
the two worlds persist through mutually sustaining
memory.

Brockmeier’s second short story collection,
The View from the Seventh Layer, sees him again
adapting a well-known fantasy figure to a real-
istic world. This time, in “The Lady with the Pet
Tribble,” he recasts Star Trek’s Captain Kirk as
“The Keptin,” an adolescent adventurer irresist-
ible to women but incapable of love. But while Star
Trek’s Kirk remained so throughout the series, The
Keptin finds himself confronting his own mortal-
ity. While addressing similar themes and employing
similar techniques as his previous work, The View
from the Seventh Layer shows a greater diversity of
form than his earlier collection. Four “fables” run
no more than eight pages each, shorter than any

of Brockmeier’s fiction to that point. “The Human
Soul as Rube Goldberg Device: A Choose-Your-
Own-Adventure Story” enlists the reader in the
storytelling process, asking him or her to make
decisions that will affect the outcome. No matter
what the reader’s choices, however, the story con-
cludes in the same place, with Brockmeier reas-
serting the ability of memory to bridge the often
artificial separation between the living and the

dead.
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Bronson, Po (1964- ) American journalist
and novelist

Bronson is a journalist and the author of five
books: two of fiction, three of nonfiction. Several
have been national or international best sellers.
Bronson is as well known for his journalism on
technology and related culture as for his novels
and nonfiction books, which he describes as “social
documentaries.”

Bronson was born in Seattle, Washington,
and currently lives with his family in San Fran-
cisco. His given name is Philip, but Bronson has
gone by the name “Po” since he was 14 months
old. He attended the Lakeside School in Seattle
and earned his bachelor of arts degree in econom-
ics from Stanford University in 1986, working as
an assistant bond salesman in San Francisco after
graduation. At the age of 22, he and his girlfriend
founded a greeting card company, The Poettes, as
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a distraction from jobs they did not like, and sold
48 card designs. In 1989, Bronson began night
classes at San Francisco State University, where he
would earn his M.EA. in creative writing in 1993.
During this period, he focused on the short story
form. From 1992 to 20006, he served on the board
of directors of Consortium Book Sales and Distri-
bution, and in 1994, alongside ETHAN CANIN and
Ethan Watters, he founded The Writer’s Grotto in
San Francisco, a creative, cooperative workspace
for artists (www.sfgrotto.org).

Bronson published his first novel, BOMBAR-
DIERS, in 1995, and it has since been published in
15 languages. In a new introduction for the 2003
edition of the novel, Bronson wrote that his moth-
er’s experience as a stockbroker’s assistant helped
inspire him to write when he felt stuck, though
Bombardiers is not based directly on his moth-
er’s experiences. The novel tells the story of two
investment brokers—one almost ready to retire,
the other new to the job—as they forge a bond and
comically navigate the world of bond sales. Upon
its initial publication, the Kirkus Review wrote that
Bombardiers was a

vicious, hilarious satire of bond traders and,
by extension, the prevailing mindset of cor-
porate America. This audacious first novel
(by a former salesman for First Boston)
echoes the biting tone of Catch-22. Rather
than cogs in an absurd war machine, how-
ever, Bronson’s protagonists are desk-bound
hustlers trying to sell complicated and shady
corporate bonds to the gullible or to those
who know the government will bail them
out when the bonds go belly-up.

Bombardiers was a number 1 best seller in the United
Kingdom.

In order to make more money, Bronson began
writing nonfiction for newspapers and magazines in
1996. He writes on his personal Web site that this is
“harder to write, because you don’t have the luxury
of making stuff up,” but that he might love writ-
ing nonfiction even more than fiction. It has also
proven a valuable resource: he got the idea for his
second novel, The First $20 Million Is Always the
Hardest (1997), after doing research for an article

on the Silicon Valley in California for Wired maga-
zine. The novel humorously explores the power
struggles that its Stanford-educated main character,
Andy Caspar, faces as he develops new computer
technology during the early days of computers in
Silicon Valley. Though it was never widely mar-
keted or distributed, a film adaptation of The First
$20 Million Is Always the Hardest was released in
2002, starring Adam Garcia and Rosario Dawson.

In addition to penning numerous pieces for
publications such as Time magazine, the Wall Street
Journal, the New York Times, New York Magazine,
and the Guardian, Bronson has contributed to
National Public Radio’s Moming Edition. He has
authored three books of nonfiction. The first, The
Nudist on the Late Shift (1999), contains seven
chapters that follow entrepreneurs, programmers,
salespeople, and other key players in the develop-
ment of the computer industry in the Silicon Valley
during the relocation of 350,000 young people to
the area in the late 1990s. The best-known chapter
is entitled “The Newcomers,” and features six indi-
viduals as they make their way around during their
first year in California. Bronson cites Joan Didion,
Upton Sinclair, and John Steinbeck as influences
for the piece.

In 1999, Bronson began an 18-month stint
in Hollywood, California, writing screenplays and
television pilots, but three of his initial efforts—a
television pilot for ABC called South of Mar-
ket, which he cocreated, and two movies based
on chapters from Nudist on the Late Shift entitled
“Stick or Flip” and “Dotcomarama”—were never
made. During the summer and fall of 2000, how-
ever, he wrote for the Fox show “The Street,” star-
ring Jennifer Connelly.

Bronson’s next foray into nonfiction was What
Should I Do with My Life? (2003), which contains
50 pieces on a host of diverse topics such as moth-
erhood, coping with grief, and holding a day job.
He was interviewed on Oprah along with people he
featured in the book, and among its vast and var-
ied audience, the work has been required reading
in freshman courses at major universities as well as
church Bible-study groups; even Nicole Kidman’s
Samantha is shown reading it in the 2005 remake
of Bewitched. It was a number 1 New York Times
best seller.



Bronson, Po 47

Continuing in the same successful vein,
Bronson’s Why Do I Love These People? (2005) is
a collection of 19 family profiles, which Publishers
Weekly described as:

an unromantic view of family life; its
foundations, [Bronson] believes, are not
soul-mate bonding or dramatic emotional
catharses, but steady habits of hard work
and compromise, realistic expectations and
the occasional willingness to sever a rela-
tionship that’s beyond repair.

His latest nonfiction effort, the provoca-
tive Nurture Shock: New Thinking about Children

(2009), is a wide-ranging and surprisingly rigorous
discussion of modern parenting, written with his
researcher from Why Do I Love These People? Ash-
ley Merryman.

Bronson maintains an extensive Web site
at www.pobronson.com that includes a blog and
social commentary.
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Canin, Ethan (1960- ) American novelist,
short story writer, and screenwriter

Ethan Canin is the author of four novels, three
short story collections, and the screenplay for Beau-
tiful Ohio (2006), directed by Chad Lowe. His novel
Blue River (1992) was made into a film starring Jerry
O’Connell in 1995, and the title story of his col-
lection The Palace Thief (1994) was made into the
film The Emperor’s Club (2002), starring Academy
Award winner Kevin Kline. Three of his other short
stories were adapted into two other films (two were
combined). He was named on Granta’s list of Best
Young American Novelists in 1996.

Canin was born in Ann Arbor, Michigan, on a
family vacation to the area from Iowa City, where
his violinist father taught in the music department
of the University of lowa. Canin spent the major-
ity of his childhood in San Francisco but also lived
in Iowa City; Oberlin, Ohio; and Philadelphia.
He attended Stanford University, where he ini-
tially majored in mechanical engineering before
switching to English after reading The Stories of
John Cheever during his junior year (Lane). After
reading “Goodbye My Brother,” he decided to be
a writer (Barnes and Noble) and graduated with a
masters of fine arts degree in creative writing from
the Iowa Writers’ Workshop in 1984, along with a
medical degree from Harvard Medical School in
1991. He has taught at the Iowa Writers’ Work-
shop since 1998 and lives with his wife and three
children in Iowa City and northern Michigan.

Canin often describes how difficult it is for
him to write, noting that he had only finished

48

about 50 pages of writing when he left the lowa
Writers’ Workshop in the mid-1980s. He entered
medical school because he was discouraged and
felt he needed a more practical job than writing
(B&N). Ironically, he finished the manuscript for
his first short story collection, EMPEROR OF THE
AIR (1988), which won him the Houghton Mifflin
Literary Fellowship, while he was still in medical
school. Two of the stories in that collection—the
title story and “Star Food”—were included in the
Best American Short Stories anthologies from 1985
and 1986. Yet, as recently as the summer of 2008,
while promoting his novel AMERICA, AMERICA
(2008), Canin told interviewer Jill Owens that he
still hates writing most of the time and is deathly
afraid of it.

Canin’s work often combines medical or sci-
entific elements that can be traced back to his
own medical career. The story “The Carnival Dog,
the Buyer of Diamonds”—first published as “Abe,
between Rounds” in Redbook magazine—is about
a young Jewish medical student who announces to
his father that he is quitting school. Throughout
the narrative, the conflict between father and son
parallels the conflict between the son and his med-
ical career, and the focus, as in many of Canin’s
works, is on the complicated roles family members
play in the narrator’s life. Canin, also Jewish, wrote
the story while a student at Harvard, and it was
included in his award-winning debut collection.

“Batorsag and Szerelem,” published in The
Palace Thief, reveals a striking new layer in Canin’s
complex aesthetic (recalling his engineering back-
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ground), as a teenager in 1973 grapples with two
detailed and unsolved math problems. The critics
Jack Slay, Jr., and Jack Slay, St., propose solutions
to the word problems inscribed in the story and
comment on their role in the narrative:

Layering the story is a kaleidoscopic series of
enigmas: the invented, gibberish language of
Clive and his best friend Elliott; the virtu-
ally emotionless relationship between Clive
and [girlfriend] Sandra; and the difficult
word problems that Clive faces in the math
competition. In the course of the story, how-
ever, every problem receives its solution. . . .
In fact, all mysteries receive their due un-
raveling except for the two math problems
that Canin presents as examples of the
word enigmas that Clive must solve, both of
which remain unsolved in the story. Demon-
strating that these two word problems are,
indeed, solvable helps to resolve the story
of the unique and complicated Messerman

clan. (27-28)

That these critics focus as much on mathematical
and linguistic enigmas as on the family narrative,
reveals the layered depth of Canin’s art, but Slay
and Slay correctly stress that the ultimate concern
of the novel is the roles that the tale’s protagonist
eventually finds as son and brother.

After the publication of The Palace Thief in
1995 Canin left his medical career (he had com-
pleted residency at San Francisco General Hospi-
tal), but notes that his time as a doctor actually
guided him toward and aided him in his writing
career:

In medicine you have the privilege of being
tremendously exposed to the way that most
of the world lives, at least I did during my
residency at a big city hospital like San Fran-
cisco General. You see what prostitutes’ lives
are like, the homeless guys and all kinds of
other people who tell you their secrets. . . .
I can see why there have been a number of
doctors who have also been interested in
writing. It’s the same interest in people and
hearing other people’s stories. (Lane)

Indeed, partly in order to mimic the day-to-day
schedule and interactions of a doctor, Canin, PO
BRONSON, and Ethan Watters founded The Wkit-
er’s Grotto in San Francisco, a creative workspace
for artists (Lane, www.sfgrotto.org).

While Canin is perhaps best known for his
short stories—compiled in the two aforemen-
tioned collections as well as the recently pub-
lished The Bet (2007)—his four novels have
also garnered considerable attention. Blue River
(1991) continues Canin’s exploration of famil-
ial themes, here with medicine as a backdrop, as
two estranged brothers (one an ophthalmologist)
reunite and reflect on their past. For Kings and
Planets (1998), which also deals with the complex
relationship between two men, was a New York
Times best seller and a Publishers Weekly Best Book
of 1998. Canin’s third novel, Carry Me across the
Water (2001), features a 78-year-old Jewish-Amer-
ican protagonist, who escaped Nazi Germany as a
child and then fought in World War I, ruminating
on the life he has lived.

Canin’s fourth novel, America, America (2008)
inspires comparisons to Robert Penn Warren’s
Pulitzer Prize—winning All the King’s Men, though
Canin claims not to have begun reading Warren’s
book until after his was published (Owens). The
novel takes place in the 1970s and features a young
and ambitious protagonist caught up in the cam-
paign of a New York senator running for president,
and rapidly enmeshed in scandal, lies, and a strug-
gle to salvage his own integrity. In his New York
Times review of the novel, Geoffrey Wolff compares
it to the works of E Scott Fitzgerald, noting that
“the explicit matter of America, America is social
and economic class. The mighty squire plucks a
townie from his fate and—Iliterally—flies Corey to
the clouds.”

For his part, Canin cited the 10 pieces of lit-
erature most influential to his own writing in a
Barnes and Noble interview in the summer of
2008. They were: Mr. Bridge by Evan Connell;
At Play in the Fields of the Lord by Peter Matthies-
sen; Libra by Don DeLillo; Open Secrets by Alice
Munro; Ragtime by E. L. Doctorow; Henderson the
Rain King by Saul Bellow; Sacred Hunger by Barry
Unsworth; American Pastoral by Philip Roth; Notes
from the Underground by Fyodor Dostoyevsky; The
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Deptford Trilogy by Robertson Davies; and The Sto-
ries of John Cheever.
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Carter Beats the Devil Glen David Gold
(2001)

GLEN DAVID GOLD’s impressive debut novel
Carter Beats the Devil blurs the lines between his-
tory and fiction in an epic tale of magic, love, and
political intrigue. Set during America’s Golden
Age, the tale spans the years 1888 to 1924 and
chronicles the life of magician and native San
Franciscan Charles J. Carter. Known to his public
as Carter the Great—a name given him by Harry
Houdini—Carter is in fact a historical figure, as
are many of Gold’s other characters here, including
President Warren G. Harding, inventor Philo Farns-
worth, and speculator “Borax” Smith. Although
the novel primarily depicts Carter’s struggle to
gain professional credibility and find lasting love, it
peripherally chronicles the astonishing ascension of
American technology, from the first electrical out-

fitting of homes to the arrival of television; and the
faithfully reproduced magic-show advertisements
heading each major section contribute to the text’s
historicity. Despite the verisimilitude conjured by
such techniques, the novel is best read as a fiction-
alized biography based upon factual core charac-
ters and events but interpreted with a liberal dose
of artistic license.

Organized in three acts like a vaudeville magic
show, book-ended by an “overture” and a “cur-
tain,” and introduced with a playbill, rather than
a table of contents, Carter Beats the Devil emphati-
cally challenges traditional notions of narrative
structure. Although portions of the novel follow
a clear timeline, much of the text is thematically,
rather than linearly, arranged. This sense of dis-
junction is suggested by the overture’s epigraph—a
quotation by Albert Einstein reflecting upon the
relationships among art, science, and mystery. Both
the overture and the book’s title set the dramatic
stage for one of the novel’s primary mysteries:
Carter’s role in the death of President Warren G.
Harding. While on his “Voyage of Understanding”
Harding participates in Carter’s show, hoping to
restore public trust in an administration damaged
by sordid political and personal scandal. During
preparations for the act entitled “Carter Beats the
Devil,” Harding repeatedly asks the magician what
he would do if he knew a potentially world-chang-
ing secret. The show goes off without a hitch and
culminates in an intense illusion in which Carter’s
lion appears to eat the president. However, things
go awry when Harding dies a mere two hours after
the performance. Carter is immediately implicated
in Harding’s “murder”—an event that leads to a
number of unforeseeable consequences and mys-
terious situations that the reader must work to
unravel over the course of the novel.

Although the overture appears to locate the
narrative within a specific time and place (San
Francisco, August 3, 1923) the expectation of
continuity is quickly undermined by the shift to
act 1. Act 1 covers the years 1888 to 1911 and,
as the subtitle suggests, follows the arc of Carter’s
metamorphosis from a sheltered child of privilege
in Pacific Heights to a struggling “kard and koin”
man in a shabby traveling show. It is here that
Gold introduces the reader to Carter’s parents
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and younger brother James and reveals the series
of traumas that impact young Carter’s social and
professional choices. Of these incidents, the “magi-
cal” theft of a valuable coin by sideshow act Joe
Sullivan, and the Carter brothers’ imprisonment
(by the family gardener) in antique torture devices
are most important, for they highlight the novel’s
trope of “lost innocence.” While these experiences
certainly shape Carter’s life path, Carter is also
strongly influenced by the unreliability of adult fig-
ures, from the aforementioned Joe Sullivan, “Tall-
est Man in the World,” to Carter’s mother, who
leaves her family in order to follow her passion for
psychotherapy. It is precisely this series of doubt-
inducing episodes that leads Carter to the study
of magic as a way of exercising methodical and
deliberate control over his environment. As the
novel progresses, however, we begin to see control
itself as an illusion, and discover that even care-
fully planned situations can unravel with rapidity,
leading to some surprising and occasionally tragic
outcomes.

Like act 1, acts 2 and 3 focus on the conse-
quences of situations gone awry. Although the nov-
el’s central portion explores Carter’s maturation
after his career-altering battle with professional
rival Mysterioso, this is also where we see a major
narrative shift. Secret Service agent Jack Griffin,
who in the opening scenes appears as a bumbling,
grumpy caricature of an early 20th-century flat-
foot, is depicted in these sections as a character
of great complexity and pathos. In many ways, we
might read Griffin as Carter’s negative parallel,
for through him Gold induces a healthy dose of
skepticism in the reader: Griffin, used to being the
brunt of jokes, is always on the lookout for trick-
ery. Ironically, in spite of his entrenched mistrust,
Agent Griffin maintains an unshakable belief that
hard work and loyalty are inevitably rewarded—a
philosophy betrayed numerous times. Through
these betrayals, Gold invites readers to empathize
with both Griffin and Carter (who also experiences
his share of disappointment), for their failures and
weaknesses ultimately turn two professional perso-
nas into quirky, flawed, but humanized characters.

Ultimately, Carter Beats the Dewvil is as much a
book about writing as it is about magic. The shift-
ing focus and tone, and the tantalizing suggestion

of mysterious puzzles (see page 342) indicates the
presence of a behind-the-scenes puppeteer—an
active author directing his readers through a maze
of information. In fact, Gold suggests that he
intentionally employs misdirection by submerging
thematic elements within an inconsistent plot-
line. But we can also see the author’s hand else-
where, in the complex tension between historical
accuracy and anachronism, and in Carter’s own
struggles to develop unique storylines and con-
vincing illusions for his stage shows. Issues of
authorship and authenticity also arise around the
“ownership” of illusions, plagiarism of posters, and
the development of new technologies. Regard-
less, the novel provides a fascinating study of the
nature of truth within the context of historical
(mis)representations. Ultimately, Gold constructs
a world where fact and fiction converge, leaving
the reader to ponder his or her own conceptions of
reality.
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Case of Curiosities, A Allen Kurzweil (1992)

Cabinets of curiosities (Wunderkammers) were per-
sonal collections of all things natural and artifi-
cial. Precursors to modern museums, they reached
their height of popularity in the 18th century,
symbolizing the expansive, exploratory spirit of
the Renaissance. ALLEN KURZWEIL's A Case of
Curiosities embraces this same zeitgeist, the fas-
cination with display and documentation that
obsessed scientists and amateurs in the 18th cen-
tury; and as such, the first-time novelist’s historical
fiction joins other recent novels by Americans set
in the 1700s, including Thomas Pynchon’s Mason
& Dixon (1997) and Susan Sontag’s The Volcano
Lover (1992). Set mainly in the French country-
side and capital over 12 years beginning in 1780,
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Kurzweil’s well-reviewed, though critically over-
looked, novel details the cultural crossroads of the
late Renaissance, the late Enlightenment, and the
early French Revolution.

Like many of his contemporaries, Kurzweil
blurs the distinction between fact and fiction, and
his principal focus on wonder, evoking the alliance
between verity and invention, recalls the work of
Lawrence Weschler, who has fashioned a career
around the subject. As its title implies, the novel
is concerned with narrative and with artifacts. A
case can be an argument or situation, but also a
box or container; and A Case of Curiosities is about
a particular Wunderkammer, which is itself an arti-
fact containing multiple artifacts. Moreover, each
of these in turn represents a portion of a larger
narrative: the story of inventor Claude Page as he
progresses from pencil artist, to bawdy enamellist,
to deft watchmaker, to peerless engineer, beginning
with his recruitment for an informal apprenticeship
by a defrocked abbé. Page’s promising story, how-
ever, ends in disgrace.

Like any worthwhile 18th-century narrative, as
well as any model Wunderkammer, A Case of Curi-
osities is monumental in its attempt to enclose the
world in a smallish box—or book—and Kurzweil
highlights the unfeasibility of this task by strictly
limiting his narrative. The novel incorporates 10
chapters and two framing sections, and its 12 parts
and 360 pages evoke the symmetry of timekeeping;
heightening our sense of the constraints involved
in encyclopedic representation. This is why Kurz-
weil’s narrator (an auction-house habitué who
acquires Page’s case of curiosities in 1983) frames
the reconstruction of Page as his own version of
the picaroon’s development. Far from an empiri-
cal chronicle, the story relies as much on invention
as it does on research; and this may provide a clue
to why Page’s Wunderkammer has an empty com-
partment: his case of curiosities is literally “unfin-
ished” (358), his life extends beyond the contrived
limits of representation. Page’s incomplete Wun-
derkammer likewise speaks to our sense of—and
need for—wonder, our sense of things unseen,
unreported, unrecorded, and unrecordable. Like
Kurzweil’s follow-up novel, The Grand Complication
(2001), A Case of Curiosities illustrates how life is

finally unlived without wonder.

Beginning at the age of 12, Page reads every-
thing he can find in the abbé’s voluminous library.
Surrounded by a litany of books, he investigates
the provenance of all things, from the popular to
the forgotten, the lewd to the reverent. His “con-
quest of man’s capacities” (42) integrates Cicero,
the laws of Muhammadan anecdote, Linnaean
sound classification, Diderot, a Saxony prince’s
Wunderkammer, printed erotica, and the seven
mechanical powers. Yet Page’s study of “elegance
and grime” and everything in between (185) is
ultimately unfulfilling. Though he appreciates the
range of the abbé’s interests, he craves the tele-
ology of the watchmaker: a design, a direction, a
goal. Unlike Bouvard and Pécuchet, from Gustave
Flaubert’s eponymous novel (1881), Page realizes
the futility of quests for all-inclusive knowledge,
and finally leaves the abbé’s Big House to settle in
the anonymity—and imagined opportunity—of the
city.

Deprived of documents, however, the prod-
igy-turned-pauper cannot find employment. For
more than a month he is even denied access to
the guilds, where he had hoped to perfect things
mechanical. He thus enlists as an apprentice to
Lucien Livre, who traffics in pornographic tomes.
Although Livre deals in books, of which he has
a grand assortment, he is by no means a lover of
culture, high or low. For him books are mere com-
modities. After one of his tours and gastric cures,
Livre counters the abbé’s poetic “a book unread is
like a cathedral glass that hides its beauty from all
who do not enter” with the pragmatic “Books are
bought less to be read than to be owned. . .. Read
or unread doesn’t much matter” (99). Indeed, the
hard-nosed Livre appears to be a mindless accu-
mulator of objects, determining value by means
of commercial potential. The idealistic abbé on
the other hand cherishes knowledge per se, but
his intellectual acquisitions do not translate into
profit, and Page is torn between the two extremes.
With the abbé, he read too much, under Livre
he does too little and is finally condemned to the
mundane and uninspiring: dusting, deliveries.

Still, Page slowly gains neighborly notoriety,
then a neighborhood name, first for modifications
to his garret, and then for gadgets that at last he
cannot produce apace with demand. Convinced
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that names are prophetic—Livre sells books, Wil-
liam Battie was weird, René Descartes played
cards—the bookseller tries to stifle Page’s technical
gifts, deeming them incommensurate with destiny:
a Livre, after all, needs its Pages. Offended by Page’s
refusal to embrace the trade his name implies, Livre
takes pleasure in relaying news of a rural disaster
involving the family of his now ex-apprentice.

Page at once returns to his boyhood home
in the countryside with his Parisian comrade, a
writer named Plumeaux (“Quills”), to learn of his
family’s demise in a fire. Somewhat offsetting this
loss, however, is his reunion with the aged abbé,
and with Plumeaux documenting their doings, the
pair embarks on an ambitious project. Combining
their artistic and mechanical resources, they aim
to construct what the abbé sees as the culmination
of his career: a talking automaton. They relocate
to Paris, and despite numerous setbacks, complete
the Miraculatorium, une téte parlante, also known
as “The Talking Turk,” which Page and his young
family then travel the continent to exhibit.

But so entangled is Page in the wonders of the
mechanical that he neglects life and the politics of
culture. Returning to find the abbé dying and Paris
consumed by the French Revolution, he is arrested
at the city gates; his crime: treason against the
republic; the reason: the Talking Turk’s mantra—
“Vive le Roi.”
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Caucasia Danzy Senna (1998)

DANZY SENNA’s debut novel narrates the coming
of age of a mixed-race protagonist named Birdie
Lee. The offspring of a civil-rights-movement
union between a black intellectual father and white
activist mother, Birdie appears white, but actively
identifies with her dark-skinned sister, Cole. The
sisters invent a secret language and imaginary
world called Elemeno (after the middle letters of
the alphabet), in order to express their sense of
being caught between races. When Birdie and Cole

attend a black-power school amid the bussing crisis
in 1970s Boston, fair-skinned Birdie has trouble
fitting in, though she yearns to embrace her black
heritage. By adopting certain brands of clothes,
braiding her hair to disguise its straightness, and
learning to speak Ebonics, Birdie finally passes for
black and is accepted by a popular clique.

The first section of the book chronicles the
effects of black power on Birdie’s family, as the
marriage of her parents suffers from the end of
the integrationist politics that had brought them
together. When the Lees divorce, they separate
their daughters according to skin color: Cole dis-
appears with their father, who goes in search of a
racial utopia in Brazil, while Birdie and her para-
noid mother go underground in order to elude the
FBI, which the latter assumes to be on her trail for
her involvement with militant radicals. To protect
her from the authorities, Birdie’s mother forces her
to pass for white, and the women invent alternative
identities for themselves. Renamed Jesse Goldman,
Birdie becomes a half-Jewish girl. After spending
time on the road and on a woman’s commune, the
two settle down to create new lives in small-town
New Hampshire. Her mother becomes involved
with a white man, while Birdie begins a relation-
ship with the white boy next door, Nicholas Marsh,
and must again find a place for herself in school,
this time among white classmates. A series of inci-
dents involving her new classmates—including the
visibly mixed-race Samantha, the only other girl of
color in town—Ieads Birdie to confront the racism
of her peers, and her own passivity in the face of
it. Rather than expose her identity, Birdie finally
runs away from her mother, abandoning her white
existence. In the final section, she embarks on a
quest to find her lost sister and father, which takes
her back to Boston, and then across the country to
Berkeley, California, where the novel ends.

Caucasia recasts several prominent themes
of African-American literature, most notably the
tropes of passing (in which light-skinned black
protagonists cross the color line to pass for white)
and the tragic mulatto (in which mixed-race char-
acters suffer ill fates due to their exclusion from
both black and white worlds). While passing had
been popular in African-American literature up
until the civil-rights era, it eventually fell out of
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vogue because of its seeming idealization of white-
ness. Caucasia explores the theme of passing, but
maintains blackness as the desired identity: rather
than choosing to pass because of the privileges
conferred by a white identity, Birdie would rather
retain strong ties to her black father and sister.
Furthermore, like the protagonist of Philip Roth’s
The Human Stain (2000), Birdie passes for Jewish
rather than simply white, thereby adopting another
minority identity. Thus Caucasia employs the
theme of passing to explore the social construc-
tion of race itself. Birdie’s assumed Jewish identity,
for example, is described as a “performance” that
she puts on in public (140). While the notion of
passing owes its origins to the one-drop rule, which
stipulated that any black ancestry made one black,
Caucasia refuses biological definitions of race. Bird-
ie’s father proposes that “there’s no such thing as
passing. We're all just pretending. Race is a com-
plete illusion, make-believe. It's a costume. We all
wear one” (391). However, while Caucasia attests
to the illusion of race, it also rejects color-blind-
ness, insisting that race continues to matter. And
while traditional tales of passing often ended with
the literal or metaphorical death of characters who
challenged the color line, Birdie resists the fate of
the tragic mulatto, and the novel ends ambigu-
ously, with its heroine on the verge of adolescence.
Caucasia is a significant contribution to the
discourse on multiracialism that emerged in the
1990s. Described as a “post-soul” novel to indi-
cate its temporal relationship to the civil-rights
and black-arts movements whose writers claimed
their blackness as a source of power, Caucasia also
displays a “post-ethnic” sensibility. According to
David Hollinger, post-ethnicity refers to the idea
that identities are formed through processes more
social than psychological: “the identities people
assume are acquired largely through affiliation,
however prescribed or chosen” (7). Throughout
Caucasia, Birdie operates as a tabula rasa on which
others inscribe various identities, but by the end
of the novel, she moves toward defining herself
entirely outside a black-white binary view.
Caucasia’s self-consciousness about its liter-
ary history is evident in numerous allusions to
previous novels of racial passing, such as Nella
Larsen’s Passing (1929), Jessie Fauset’s Plum Bun

(1929), and James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiogra-
phy of an Ex-Colored Man (1912). The novel also
invites comparisons to Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man
(1952), although here the protagonist’s blackness
is invisible beneath her white skin. Senna devel-
ops several of these allusions further in her second
novel, Symptomatic (2004), which, like Ellison’s
tale, employs the device of an unnamed narrator to
tell the story of an obsessive relationship between
two mixed-race women, a plot that clearly echoes
Larsen’s.

Caucasia participates in a tradition of passing
novels that interrogate not only racial categories
but also gender and sexuality. Birdie experiments
sexually with members of both genders, and the
novel refrains from defining her sexual iden-
tity. Told from the first-person point of view of a
young girl progressing into adulthood, Caucasia
also belongs to the genre of the bildungsroman,
or coming-of-age novel. Though it is structured in
mostly linear fashion, the novel’s unnumbered sec-
tion- and chapter-titles float above the text in gray
spaces that themselves suggest the visual ambiguity
of its central character.
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Caught Up in the Rapture Sheneska Jackson

(1996)

SHENESKA JACKSON's debut novel explores the
nature of love and relationships in turbulent South-
Central Los Angeles in the mid-1990s. A native of
South-Central herself, Jackson centers the story on
26-year-old Jazmine Deems. Jazmine, known as Jazz
to her friends, struggles to balance an increasing
desire for independence against love for her often
repressive, ultra-religious father. Although Jazz’s
dialogue opens the novel, we are later introduced
to a large and varied cast of characters including
her outspoken best friend Dakota, struggling gang
members, and music industry heavy-hitters. The
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characters represent widely divergent backgrounds,
and the addition of their voices allows for multiple
perspectives, as well as emphasizing the ways in
which circumstance affects cultural concepts such
as community, family, and loyalty.

To illustrate Jackson’s notions of community
and family, the novel employs layered narratives,
a technique in which more than one character
narrates the same series of events, which estab-
lishes extended parallels between Jazmine and
rapper Xavier Honor, two characters who initially
seem worlds apart. Their alternating narratives
build upon a series of commonalities and inter-
connected events, but also provide a critical lens
through which to examine broader issues of social
determinism and moral agency. We learn that
while these pivotal characters share an important
similarity—the death of one or both parents—they
ultimately deal with this absence in very differ-
ent ways; and Jackson here subtly challenges the
popular assumption that such issues as poverty,
geographic location, or household demographics
inevitably impact children negatively. She under-
scores the importance of self-definition, and sug-
gests that personal choices can and often do exert
a profound influence on the success or failure one
experiences in life. According to Carol Brennan,
“Jackson was careful to draw upon her own experi-
ences and those of her peers in depicting another
side of life in places like South- Central, [and]
[s]he cautions against stereotyping urban life as
violent, dangerous, and a dead end by the enter-
tainment industry” (Brennan). Although Jackson
strives to undermine stereotypical notions of urban
life in the novel—particularly as they affect Afri-
can Americans—she nevertheless emphasizes the
daily reality of violence and gang activity faced by
many who live in South-Central. Just as Jazz might
be seen as a reflection of the college-educated and
working-class residents of South-Central, her love
interest Xavier Honor speaks to the very real dan-
gers of street life.

Xavier Honor, known on the street as X-Man,
inhabits the misogynistic and drug-filled world of
the Cross Street Gang. Like his best friends and
fellow gang members, T-Bone and Rich, X-Man
grew up on the streets without parents and with-
out a sense of direction. Looking for protection,

support, and power, he joined the Cross Street
Gang. As he matures, however, he begins to feel
a sense of dissatisfaction with gang life, and wants
something better for himself. Hoping to succeed in
the music industry, he attends a party at Black Tie
Records and crosses paths with Jazz. In an effort to
impress Jazmine, whom he refers to as “Little Miss
Redhead,” X-Man jumps onstage and performs an
impromptu rap. The crowd loves him, and he is
immediately signed as a new Black Tie recording
artist. But this very record deal and the success it
represents creates a conflict between X-Man and
his friends T-Bone and Rich, who feel that X’s solo
was a calculated maneuver to help him break away
from the group and achieve fame without them,
and his solo contract supports their suspicions.
While Rich is ultimately pleased with X-Man'’s
success, T-Bone sees it as yet another betrayal by
a once-trusted friend. His violent reaction leads to
a series of unexpected events, which permanently
affect Xavier and Jazmine’s lives, and redraw the
boundaries of love, loyalty, and friendship.

If Xavier can be seen as the prototypical
(ex)gangsta struggling to achieve legitimate suc-
cess, Jazmine Deems functions not merely as a
love interest but almost as a kind of alter ego. A
UCLA masters degree candidate, Jazz dreams
of becoming a successful R&B singer. Although
Jazz and X share similar musical aspirations, their
familial backgrounds are decidedly different; while
X’s world consists of an absent father, daily vio-
lence, and rampant drug use, Jazz grew up under
the ever-watchful eye of her controlling and
demanding father, Reverend Deems, the pastor
of the local congregation. Unlike Xavier, whose
attitude at first appears to be effectively amoral,
Jazmine suffers the effects of oppressive and misdi-
rected morality; the Reverend Deems’s strict rules
and manipulative, eccentric behavior stifle her
freedom and personal development. Only through
her outspoken feminist best friend, Dakota, is
Jazz able to express her personality and her voice.
With Dakota’s encouragement, and through an
invitation garnered by Dakota’s parents, the two
women attend the Black Tie Records party hoping
to place Jazz’s mix tape in the hands of an execu-
tive. As X-Man attempts to impress Jazz through
his rap, Dakota gives Jazz’s recording to manager
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Bobby Strong—an action with far-reaching and
irrevocable consequences.

For both Jazmine and Xavier, their chance first
meeting at Black Tie Records marks the beginning
of an intense romantic entanglement, which leaves
both characters substantially changed. Through
Xavier, the once submissive Jazmine embraces her
sexuality, asserts her independence, and learns
to balance filial loyalty with a newly awakened
responsibility to herself. Because of Jazmine, Xavier
begins to understand the importance of respon-
sibility to one’s community, and recognizes that
blind loyalty is neither noble nor wise. Although
the characters face a formidable array of obstacles,
the novel ultimately suggests that when faced
with faith, hope, and perseverance, even the dir-
est circumstances are amenable to positive change.
However, in its gritty, realistic look at life in South-
Central, Caught Up in the Rapture holds out no
promise of fairy-tale endings. Rather, as Jackson
says, “the characters [in Rapture] have a definite
dream and they go after it” (Brennan). In this way,
the novel is as much about empowerment and the
often painful process of achieving one’s dreams, as
it is about love and relationships.
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Chabon, Michael (1963— ) American

novelist, short story writer, and essayist

Chabon is the author of six novels, The Mysteries
of Pittsburgh, Wonder Boys, The AMAZING ADVEN-
TURES OF KAVALIER & CLAY (winner of the Pulit-
zer Prize), Gentlemen of the Road, The YIDDISH
POLICEMEN'’S UNION, and Summerland, a novel for
young readers. He is also the author of two short
story collections, A MODEL WORLD and Other Sto-
ries, and Werewolves in Their Youth. His first essay
collection, Maps & Legends, was published in 2008.

Wonder Boys and The Mysteries of Pittsburgh have
been adapted to film.

Born in Washington, D.C., Chabon grew up
primarily in Columbia, Maryland. He studied at
Carnegie-Mellon University in Pittsburgh, Penn-
sylvania, which gave him some familiarity with the
city that serves as the setting for his first published
novel. He is married to the novelist Ayelet Wald-
man, and the two live in Berkeley, California, with
their children.

Chabon received his M.EA. from the Uni-
versity of California, Irvine, in 1987, although he
began to write The Mysteries of Pittsburgh in 1985
(Maps 145). Inspired by The Great Gatsby, the
novel was completed in 1987 and released in 1988,
after its author received a six-figure advance. It
went on to become a best seller.

It tells the story of three young people from
the perspective of Art Bechstein, an outsider
whose infatuation with Phlox Lombardi is partially
displaced on his suave, wealthier friend, Arthur
Lecomte. Taking place over the course of one event-
ful summer, the novel recalls the almost dreamlike
intensity of the Truffaut film, Jules & Jim. A recently
updated version of The Mysteries of Pittsburgh con-
tains a postscript detailing some of the problems,
literal (involving computers) and philosophical
(involving plot), faced in composing the novel.

Although Chabon’s next novel was eventually
abandoned, he then published the acclaimed short
story collection A Model World and Other Stories
(1992).

His next novel, Wonder Boys (1995), describes
a manic and bizarre weekend in the life of aging
creative-writing professor Grady Tripp, who con-
tends with a nubile 20-year-old student sharing his
house, a disintegrating marriage to a Jewish woman
of Korean descent, a literary festival that brings his
raconteur gay agent, Terry Crabtree, to town, an
unfinished novel more than 2,000 pages long, and
a troubled but potentially talented student named
James Leer.

These elements, and Tripp’s reactions to them,
finally wake him from a longstanding pot-induced
torpor, and seem capable of ultimately grounding
an intellectual rebirth and realigning of his values,
although the comic novel takes care to skewer self-
involved intellectuals and academic life along the
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way. In this respect, Wonder Boys is a precursor to
Richard Russo’s Straight Man (1997) and Francine
Prose’s Blue Angel (2000), both of which adopt a
similarly comic tone and deal with the sexual frus-
trations and temptations mingling with the bureau-
cratic hassles facing academics.

Werewolves in Their Youth (1999) followed
Wonder Boys, but it was The Amazing Adventures of
Kavalier & Clay (2000) that established Chabon as
a major literary force. He acknowledged the ambi-
tion behind it, quoting a reviewer in the Washington
Post as saying, “‘You've done well, but you haven't
really tried much. Now’s the time to set your sights
higher.” I took that to heart. It chimed with my
own thoughts” (Washington Post); the result was a
Pulitzer Prize winner.

The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay
revolves around the adventures of a pair of Jew-
ish cousins, Joe Kavalier and Sammy Clay, both of
whom are looking for work and find it by illustrat-
ing and writing comic books. Kavalier is an immi-
grant from Poland struggling to understand the
United States (rather like a superhero struggling
to understand his own powers), while Clay is an
American forced into Kavalier’s company by famil-
ial bonds. The heroes of the pair’s comic books
charmingly reflect their own strengths, weaknesses,
and travails, most notably “The Escapist,” whose
powers recall Joe’s training in Houdini-style magic.

The next several years saw the publication of
Summerland (2002) and The Final Solution: A Story
of Detection (2003), which features Sherlock Hol-
mes during World War II, as Chabon appropriates
a famous detective from another work while writ-
ing a mystery novel of his own.

After these Chabon began and discarded
another novel before completing The Yiddish
Policemen’s Union (2007), the impetus for which
was a phrasebook called “Say It in Yiddish” that
Chabon found in a used bookstore. The author
was intrigued by the pathos of the work, as it was
published in 1958, after Yiddish had in effect been
wiped out by the Holocaust, and Hebrew had been
adopted as the national language for Israel.

The Yiddish Policemen’s Union imagines a world
in which a plan envisioned by a former secretary of
state, to save European Jewry by creating a home-
land for them in Alaska, has actually come to pass.

Chabon constructs a vivid and plausible alternate
history in the tradition of H. G. Wells’s The Time
Machine (1895) and Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the
High Castle (1962). The novel represents his most
significant foray into genre bending, for though he
toyed with such themes in The Amazing Adventures
of Kavalier and Clay, that novel still unfolded in a
fundamentally realistic mode.

The Yiddish Policemen’s Union follows police
detective Meyer Landsman as he investigates a
series of astonishing murders in the imagined Jew-
ish enclave of Sitka, Alaska. In Yiddish, “Landsman”
loosely means “someone from the same town,” or
more generically someone being Jewish in a non-
Jewish setting. Landsman’s characterization is firmly
rooted in the Philip Marlowe tradition of a funda-
mentally good but marginalized detective at odds
with the power structure and society in which he
works. Other conventional elements include a stead-
fast partner who nevertheless doubts Landsman,
and the protagonist’s seemingly compulsive search
for truth regardless of institutional authority and
apparent good sense. This devotion ultimately leads
Landsman to a conspiracy involving ultra-Orthodox
Jews, derogatively referred to as “Black Hats.” The
novel won both Hugo and Nebula awards, the most
prestigious prizes in science fiction.

Although The Yiddish Policemen’s Union has
a nebulous status in terms of traditional genres of
literary, science, and detective fiction, it was not
a major departure for Chabon in its fusion of dis-
parate genres: The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier
& Clay incorporates numerous allusions to comics
and other forms of pop culture.

Having long been interested in genre cross-
ing, hybridity, borders, and canonization, Chabon
investigates such themes discursively in his essay
collection Maps and Legends (2008), revealing a
thoroughgoing skepticism toward the perceived
divide between so-called genre fiction and its liter-
ary counterpart. In an essay titled “Trickster in a
Suit of Lights,” for example, he states that “From
time to time some writer, through a canny shift in
subject matter or focus, or through the coming to
literary power of his or her lifelong fans, or through
sheer, undeniable literary chops, manages to break
out” (21). One thinks immediately of Raymond
Chandler and Philip K. Dick, who have both been
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recently included in the prestigious Library of
America series.

Chabon also praises graphic artists, stat-
ing that “Back when [ was learning to love comic
books, Will Eisner was God” (141). The Amazing
Adventures of Kavalier & Clay consciously employs
the themes, motifs, and dreams of the golden age
of comics as a backdrop for a story about the often
insecure men—and they were virtually all men—
who invented superheroes. Many were themselves
outsiders, especially the many Jews involved in pro-
ducing comic books. Chabon himself has grappled
with insider/outsider status throughout his career.
Although he earned an M.EA. and published The
Mysteries of Pittsburgh and Wonder Boys in the tra-
ditional realist style of Flaubert (Wood 32), his
own genre drift demonstrates that he is more than
willing to experiment.

The first major film based on a Chabon novel,
Wonder Boys (2000), directed by Curtis Hanson
and starring Michael Douglas, received excellent
reviews and achieved modest financial success. The
Mysteries of Pittsburgh received indifferent reviews
at its premiere in 2008 at the Sundance Film Festi-
val and never received wide exposure. The Yiddish
Policemen’s Union has been optioned by the Coen
brothers, but filming has not begun.
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Chaon, Dan (1964— ) American novelist
and short story writer

Dan Chaon is an award-winning author of two col-
lections of short stories, Fitting Ends (1995, 2003)
and Among the Missing (2001), and two novels, YOU
REMIND ME OF ME (2004) and Await Your Reply
(2009). His fiction has appeared in Best American
Short Stories, The Pushcart Prize anthology, TriQuar-
terly, Ploughshares, American Short Fiction, Crazyhorse,
Gettysburg Review, MSS, Story, Helicon, and Mid-
American Review.

Chaon was born in 1964 in rural Sidney,
Nebraska, to a working-class family. In 1986 he
moved to Chicago to pursue a bachelor of arts degree
at Northwestern University, and in 1990 received a
master of arts in English from Syracuse University.
After graduate school, he was offered a visiting-writer
position at Ohio University and then Oberlin Col-
lege, where he was eventually hired as associate pro-
fessor of humanities and creative writing. His wife,
Sheila Schwartz, also a fiction writer, died of cancer
in November of 2008. Chaon currently lives with his
two teenage sons in Cleveland Heights, Ohio.

When Chaon was a child, he was drawn to
science fiction, mostly because of its imaginative
and intellectual ambiguity. Though The Tuwilight
Zone had been canceled by then, Chaon subscribed
to the magazine in high school and aspired to be
published in it, often submitting but with no suc-
cess. He also loved the work of Peter Straub, Shir-
ley Jackson, and Ray Bradbury; in fact, he wrote
Bradbury a letter when he was 13, and Bradbury
responded, which was the encouragement he
needed to pursue writing.

In an online interview with The Believer,
Chaon says he started submitting “creepy little fic-
tion stories” to powerhouse publications like The
New Yorker at age 16, with little success until Regi-
nald Gibbons of the Triquarterly realized his age and
encouraged him to attend Northwestern (Believer).
Under Gibbons’s mentorship, Chaon published
short stories in magazines like Triquarterly, Plough-
shares, and American Short Fiction. His primary
influences continued to be drawn from science fic-
tion, but he also admired the genre-bending fiction
of MICHAEL CHABON and Cormac McCarthy.

In 1996, Chaon published his debut short
story collection, Fitting Ends. The book quietly
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entered literary circulation and was revised, reorga-
nized, and re-released in 2004 after an encouraging
reception of Chaon’s second collection, Among the
Missing. Unlike Among the Missing, Fitting Ends has
no unifying theme beyond the age of the charac-
ters, mostly in their 20s. There is a recurring focus,
however, on secrets and the private lives of people.
“My Sister’s Honeymoon: A Videotape” follows an
isolated film-school dropout as he watches tape of
his sister and her new husband in Colorado. With
her husband taping, the footage is so unsteady that
we only learn of the young man’s sister through
fragments of landscapes and body parts, and to the
narrator the tape is a window on the eventual col-
lapse of the marriage (Chaon 2003, 1-18). “Thir-
teen Windows” is another peek into private lives,
a series of vignettes revolving around windows that
expose characters as they are instead of as they
often effortfully pretend to be (Chaon 2003, 89—
98). “Transformations” is itself a kind of window,
here on the thoughts of the brother of a transves-
tite in New York City as he grapples with his broth-
er’s lifestyle while snooping through a backpack
that the latter has brought home on a visit.

Fitting Ends earned more acclaim on its sec-
ond release in 2004, but not as much as Among the
Missing, which, after its release in 2001, became
a National Book Award finalist and was declared
one of the 10 best books of the year by the Chi-
cago Tribune, the Boston Globe, and Entertainment
Weekly. In addition, Publishers Weekly and the
Washington Post named it a Notable Book, and a
review in the New York Times called the collec-
tion “unforgettable, if unnerving ...” (Lowry).
In this collection, whose stories are connected
by a common and highly nuanced sense of loss,
Chaon demonstrates an uncanny ability to disturb
and delight at the same time. Particularly disturb-
ing is “I Demand to Know Where You're Tak-
ing Me,” the story of a family forced to care for a
pet macaw when the owner, the lead character’s
brother-in-law, is imprisoned for rape. The bird,
while delightful to the children of the lead char-
acter, Cheryl, haunts her with its crass, evocative
catchphrases like “Smell my feet” and “Good God,
baby” (Chaon 2001, 20). Cheryl grapples with pro-
found unease toward Wendell, the bird’s former
owner, until she eventually confronts her feelings,

with perilous results (Chaon 2001, 18-49). “Safety
Man,” another upsetting but inventive story, is a
tale of substitution for lost loved ones. When San-
di’s husband dies she clings to an inflatable man-
nequin designed to deter intruders. Safety Man is
life-size but anatomically incorrect, to the eventual
dismay of the widow (Chaon 2001, 1-17). The sto-
ries are finally about replacement as much as loss,
about how people often make bizarre but somehow
understandable and always very human choices,
when faced with emptiness, in order to feel whole
again.

A sense of emptiness likewise affects charac-
ters in You Remind Me of Me, Chaon’s first novel,
praised by Publisher’s Weekly as a “piercingly poi-
gnant tale of fate, chance, and search for redemp-
tion” (Maughan). The work initially resembles a
short story collection, revealing defining but often
disparate moments in the lives of its varied char-
acters: there is Jonah, mauled by a Doberman as a
boy; Troy, who long ago set out, seemingly inexo-
rably, on a path toward dealing drugs; Norah, who
gives up her first child for adoption but keeps the
second; and a boy named Loomis, who wanders
from his grandma’s home in Nebraska on a summer
day. But as the stories evolve, they begin to inter-
twine organically as Jonah searches for his bio-
logical half-brother, through a plot that ultimately
spans three generations. Most of the pain comes
through the filter of Jonah, a physically deformed,
pathological liar whose awkward temperament
frustrates any ultimate fulfillment (Chaon 2004,
1-356). Indeed, Jonah’s introspection nearly
removes him from reality altogether as, for exam-
ple, he retreats into movies in his own mind about
ideal outcomes of actual situations. But in the
end, Chaon’s unflinching exploration of the dark-
ness in human existence serves, in the manner of
Dickensian chiaroscuro, to throw into greater con-
trast otherwise trivial and easily unseen moments
of radiance and redemption, when even a child
scratching a dog behind the ears can seem glorious.

In 2009 Chaon published Await Your Reply,
both structurally and thematically his most ambi-
tious work to date. Ostensibly an intricate thriller
revolving around identity theft, the novel reflects
the same themes of attachment and loss and the
same structure of interwoven narratives but is
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relentlessly bleak and disturbing in tone. Whereas
Chaon’s earlier work explores the complex and
often poignant search for identity, Await Your Reply
culminates in the chilling thought that, in the end,
there may be nothing left to seek.
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Cheese Monkeys: A Novel in Two
Semesters, The Chip Kidd (2001)

CHIP KIDD’s debut novel follows its first-person
narrator, Happy, through his first two semesters as
a student at an unspecified state university. Kidd,
who has attained a unique celebrity status in his
career as a book-jacket designer for Knopf, has
clearly written a semiautobiographical portrait of
the graphic designer as a young man. The name-
less university Happy attends is similar in setting to
Penn State, from which Kidd graduated in 1986;
and Winter Sorbeck, Happy’s demagogical graph-
ics design instructor, is recognizable as a parody
of Lanny Sommese, Kidd’s own favorite teacher
from Penn State. Kidd, however, distances the pro-
tagonist by setting the novel in the 1957-58 aca-

demic year, more than 20 years before Kidd himself
attended college.

Not surprisingly, the most immediately recog-
nizable aspect of The Cheese Monkeys is its elabo-
rate and playful book design, for which, Kidd has
said, he utilized all the tricks he never got to use
in his designs for other authors’ books. The dust
jacket slides off to reveal the title redesigned as a
rebus, with illustrations of cheese and monkeys.
Two of the novel’s slogans, “Good is dead” and
“Do you see?” are worked into the layout of the
title on the spine of the book and also along the
edge of the pages. Inside the soft-cover edition of
the book, the acknowledgments are printed back-
wards, while the press blurbs disappear over the
side of the page and are continued on the other
side. Kidd wrote the book in Quark X-Press so
that he could see the text as it appeared on the
page as he composed the novel. The first half
of the book, semester one, is set in Apollo type-
face and the second half in Bodoni; and Himillsy
Dodd’s emotional collapse at the end of the book
is represented by her dialogue fading typographi-
cally to gray. Such metafictional innovations are
consistent with Kidd’s statement that he thinks of
writing as “designing with words.”

The content of Kidd’s book is also deeply
engaged with the art of design. As the title antici-
pates, the novel is organized into two semesters,
and each semester is further subdivided according
to Happy’s education as a graphic designer. The
fall semester is divided into “Registration,” two sec-
tions of “Art 101: Introduction to Drawing,” and
“Winter Break;” and the spring semester is divided
by the four graphic design projects Sorbeck assigns,
and concludes with Sorbeck’s final exam. When
we first meet Happy, his interest in art is ironic and
indifferent: “Majoring in Art at the state university
appealed to me because I have always hated Art,
and I had a hunch if any school would treat the
subject with the proper disdain, it would be one
that was run by the government.” Happy’s drawing
class under the tutelage of the uninspiring Doro-
thy Sprang seems to validate Happy’s most cynical
suppositions about art instruction at a state univer-
sity. In the spring, however, Happy’s enrollment in
“Introduction to Graphic Design” challenges his
complacency by putting him under the tyrannical
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thumb of Winter Sorbeck, the Ahab of graphic
design.

Although he does not actually appear until
the second half of the novel, the entire story is
saturated by Sorbeck’s influence. Sorbeck’s lectures
begin, conclude, and subdivide the narration, and
the slogans, “Good is Dead” and “Do You See?”
insinuated throughout the design of the book itself,
are signature epigrams of Sorbeck. Throughout the
novel, Sorbeck preaches the religion of graphic
design, spouting formulations such as “Commercial
Art tries to make you buy things. Graphic Design
gives you ideas”; “The man-made world means
exactly that. There isn’t an inch of it that doesn’t
have to be dealt with, figured out, executed. And
it’s waiting for you to decide what it’s going to look
like”; and “Graphic Design, if you wield it effec-
tively, is Power. Power to transmit ideas that change
everything. Power that can destroy an entire race
or save a nation from despair.” He demands such a
profound and uncompromised commitment to the
rigorous discipline of design that he is ultimately
fired from the university before the end of Happy’s
second semester as a result of the “Cookie cutter”
administrators’ adverse response to his scatological
contribution to the art department faculty exhibi-
tion. Happy’s emotional and even erotic fixation
on Sorbeck transforms him from an indifferent
doodler into a committed acolyte to the calling of
Graphic Design.

In addition to Sorbeck, the other major influ-
ence on Happy is Himillsy Dodd, a cross between
Holly Golightly and the Joker. She is an encyclo-
pedia of iconoclastic opinions, and her sharp wit is
almost equally matched against Sorbeck’s. Happy’s
apprenticeship as an artist and his sexual matura-
tion both circulate around Himillsy. Indeed, the
title of Kidd’s book is from one of Himillsy’s sculp-
tures, an empty pedestal that is the first work of
art in the novel to captivate Happy; and Happy
explores his emerging homosexuality through his
friendship with Himillsy, which remains resolutely
platonic. Winter Sorbeck and Himillsy ultimately
constitute an alternative set of parents for Happy.
If, at the beginning of the novel, Happy thinks of
his uninspiring birth parents as “two loyal, ageless
farm cows,” by the end of the story he has come
to think of himself as “the spawn of Winter and

Himillsy.” Through them, he is reborn into a new
identity as a graphic designer.

The Cheese Monkeys was generally well-
reviewed and received praise from notable authors
whose books Kidd has designed, including James
Ellroy, Bret Easton Ellis, and George Saunders.
It was followed in 2008 by a sequel, The Learn-
ers, in which Happy lands a job in New Haven,
Connecticut, at the same advertising agency that
had previously employed Winter Sorbeck; briefly
reunites with Himillsy; and takes part in the infa-
mous social psychology experiments of Stanley
Milgram. A considerably darker novel than its
prequel, The Learners explores the human capac-
ity for coercion and even sadism that is common
to the Milgram experiments, Nazism, and corpo-
rate advertising.
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Chess Garden: Or the Twilight Letters

of Gustav Uyterhoeven, The Brooks

Hansen (1995)

BROOKS HANSEN'’s The Chess Garden is remi-
niscent of the Lewises—Lewis Carroll and C. S.
Lewis—a fact immediately obvious to the reader,
and one that several reviewers have noted. Han-
sen himself notes the influence of both Hans
Christian Andersen and Roald Dahl. Hailed as a
New York Times Notable Book, the aptly named
novel merges the fantasy of discovering new lands
with readable allegories of spirituality in a palimp-
sestic narrative.

Written in seven parts, the text includes a
star-shaped map, with locations like “The Camp of
the Limestone Totem” and “Macaroni” numbered
for easy reference. Transnational and postcolo-
nial, The Chess Garden explores with equal facil-
ity links between continents (Europe, America,
and South Africa), husbands and wives, neighbors
and friends, and a host of chess and game pieces.
The novel chronicles events in dual universes: the
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physical space we inhabit, along with the fictional
universe of the “Antipodes.”

At times epistolary, the real-time story unfolds
as a mystery, taking place during the morning of the
“Great Flood” of Dayton, Ohio, in 1913, when Mrs.
Upyterhoeven, the “Queen” of the Chess Garden has
passed away and is lying in an upstairs bedroom. Her
neighbor and nurse, Mrs. Conover, attempts to save
the Uyterhoevens’ belongings from the flood, and
her concern about the backyard (the chess garden)
piques the reader’s interest, as well as her determi-
nation to save “sets,” “pieces,” and Dr. Uyterho-
even’s cane that is suspended from a tree branch
in the garden, treacherously close to the waters.
Moreover, she spends considerable time saving the
doctor’s translations from the first floor library, and
carrying armloads of books up to the attic. By eve-
ning, the attic holds Mrs. Conover, the Uyterho-
evens’ neighbors (the Tremonts), the dead body of
Mrs. Uyterhoeven, and a cow, all having washed
up from the swirling waters of destruction, waiting
out the storm in the highest room of the house. As
a treat, Mrs. Conover hands little Virginia Tremont
the letters and pieces she has so carefully protected
from nature’s destruction. And thus in the attic of
the Uyterhoevens, the mysteries of the chess garden,
its treasured games and pieces, and the volumes of
translations all unfold before the reader.

The enigmatic letters are written in Dr. Uyter-
hoeven’s own hand, and detail his travels to the
Antipodes. Mrs. Uyterhoeven acts as his voice,
reading the epistles in the chess garden during the
doctor’s absence. It seems as if the entire Dayton
community, one that has literally and figuratively
grown up in and around the Uyterhoevens’ chess
garden over the past 30 years, turns out to hear
them. Begun with a simple table or two and a few
sets, the chess garden evolves into a central activ-
ity within the community for people of all ages, as
they play not only chess, but games of all sorts over
the years.

Parts of the novel are told through an omni-
scient narrator who explains the real purpose
for the doctor’s trip, how he “finds” a map to the
“Antipodes” in his game shack and displays it in
his library to cover up the real purpose behind his
absence. Dr. Uyterhoeven “decides” that he must
travel to this mysterious land to discover its secrets

and games. After two weeks of his absence, the
readings of Dr. Uyterhoeven’s letters by his wife
begin, and thereafter occur regularly in the garden.
Families flock to the garden to hear his adventures,
young and old alike partaking in the fantastic
accounts of his alternate world.

In this Antipodean world, varying types of
game pieces exist and are fighting among them-
selves for “goods.” There are effigies and totems
who protect the goods, and vandals who attempt
to destroy the goods. The doctor’s travails both
amuse and astound the listeners back home in his
garden. The first tale describes his boat ride there,
his meeting with a mercenary, and his later discov-
ery of the mercenary’s mother weeping for her lost
son. The end of the doctor’s letter instructs his
listeners to look for a visitor, who may or may not
have already arrived. As the entire cabal heads to
the river with spotlights searching for their myste-
rious guest, only little Henry Gray is lucky enough
to spot the tiny wooden mercenary in his boat, a
carving that is floating in the river. The mercenary,
then, like all the other pieces the doctor has pre-
viously given his wife, is placed on the Antipodes
board in the library in anticipation of the next
installment of fantastic encounters, the doctor’s
next adventure. Each reading in the chess garden
is followed or preceded by friends and neighbors
stumbling upon strategically placed pieces that fit
on the game board, fulfilling the doctor’s promises
to write to them of games from the new world.

Along the way, through both narratives, more
of the Uyterhoevens’ personal lives unfold, includ-
ing the story of their courtship in Amsterdam,
Mrs. Uyterhoeven’s early family life there, and Dr.
Uyterhoeven’s quest for knowledge and meaning in
his professional life. The spiritual journey he under-
takes in his determination to engage life as a vibrant
participant, as evidenced in his conversation with a
William James follower toward the end of the book,
leads Jay Parini to call the book “ingenious,” and
adds a deeper tint to the colorful fantasy inscribed
in the broader narrative. This journey requires con-
siderable thought from the reader to decipher, as do
the allegories of the game pieces themselves.

Eventually we discover that the benevolent
doctor has traveled not to the Antipodes at all, but
to South Africa, in order to help the communities
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and peoples displaced by the Boer War. But not
until the very end of the novel do we discover more
fully the reasons why he would choose to spend the
last months of his life in a foreign country instead
of at home, comfortable, with his friends and fam-
ily around him.

The games and tales of the Antipodes are
engaging, bizarre, even comical, and make for an
easy and enjoyable read. In contrast, the tale of Dr.
and Mrs. Uyterhoeven is realism at its finest, detail-
ing marital troubles, career gains and losses, spiri-
tual yearnings, and unexpected tragedy. Yet, the
human will to make meaning, play games, and live
after loss, connects the reader to these characters at
a deep level, even as the early 20th-century Ameri-
can setting seems increasingly foreign to us in this
postmodern age. Much like a rewinding chess game,
each move that we take through the novel explains
the moves that preceded it, until finally we com-
prehend the entire game up to the moment of the
Queen’s death, and with this comprehension comes
a real and satisfying sense of checkmate.
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Chevalier, Tracy (1962— ) American
novelist

Tracy Chevalier rose to international fame in 1999
with her best-selling novel GIRL WITH A PEARL-

EARRING. She has had five historical novels pub-
lished between 1997 and 2007, and is now writing
another.

She was born in 1962, in Washington, D.C.,
and grew up there, attending Oberlin College in
Ohio. During her studies there, she participated
in a semester-abroad program in England and fell
in love with the country. After graduating in 1984
with a B.A. in English, she returned to England,
planning to stay for about six months, and still
lives there today, having married an Englishman.
She and her husband have one son.

She worked as a reference-book editor for
several years, but became bored with the job and
entered a creative-writing program at the Univer-
sity of East Anglia in Norwich, England, graduat-
ing with an M.A. in 1994. According to her Web
site, although she had written some short stories
when she was in her 20s, the year in this program
was decisive, forcing her “to write all the time and
take it seriously.”

Chevalier began her first novel, The Virgin
Blue, during her year in the creative-writing pro-
gram. It was published in England in 1997 and was
selected that year by W. H. Smith for its Fresh Tal-
ent promotion. The novel was not published in the
United States, however, until 2003. The story alter-
nates between the narratives of Ella, a 20th-century
American midwife who moves with her husband
to a small town in France, and Isabell, a midwife
who lives in 16th-century France during the Ref-
ormation, and belongs to a Calvinist group oppos-
ing the cult of the Virgin. Haunted by dreams, Ella
begins investigating her Huguenot ancestry, with
her research leading her eventually into a roman-
tic relationship with Jean-Paul, the local librarian,
as well as to the discovery of interesting parallels
between her life and that of her ancestor Isabell.

Chevalier’s next novel, Girl with a Pearl Ear-
ring, was an instant success after its publica-
tion in 1999. Set in Holland in the 17th century,
the novel, an extended meditation on the salu-
tary force of art and its tension with worldly life,
describes the relationship of Griet, a 16-year-old
servant girl, and the famous 17th-century Dutch
painter Johannes Vermeer. Conflicts arise in the
household as Vermeer increasingly involves Griet
in his work, first as an assistant preparing paints
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and ultimately as a model. Although Griet becomes
romantically attracted to Vermeer, she knows her
place as a servant, and finally must quit the Ver-
meer household when Catharina, the artist’s pos-
sessive and jealous wife, discovers the portrait of
Griet wearing Catharina’s pearl earrings.

Falling Angels, Chevalier’s third novel,
appeared in 2001. Set in England in the first
decade of the 20th century, the novel centers on
two families who have adjoining cemetery lots,
and employs an astonishing but deftly integrated
assortment of 12 narrative voices. The Watermans,
members of the lower middle class, cling to Victo-
rian traditions, while the Colemans, members of
the upper middle class, have modern views. Their
two daughters meet when they are five years old
and form a friendship that evolves over the 10-year
period described in the novel, surviving their com-
plex relationship with the gravedigger’s son, and a
sexual relationship between one of their mothers
and the gravedigger himself.

The Lady and the Unicorn (2004), which also
employs multiple narrators, was inspired by the
famous unicorn tapestries now housed in the
Musée de Cluny in Paris, and recalls a number of
themes prominent in Girl with a Pearl Earring. The
story takes place in 15th-century Paris, where lives
the wealthy Le Viste family who commissions the
tapestry, and Brussels, where live the weavers of
the tapestry. A passionate love develops between
Nicolas, the man who designs the tapestries, and
Claude, the daughter in the Le Viste family, but
the difference in their respective social classes pro-
hibits a relationship between them, and so the art-
ist incorporates Claude’s image in the tapestries as
an expression of his love for her.

Chevalier sets her fifth novel, Burning Bright
(2007), in 18th-century London, and claims that
the work, concerned with themes of innocence
and experience, was inspired by a 2001 exhibit
of Blake’s works at the Tate Gallery there. (The
title is taken from “The Tyger,” a poem in Blake’s
Songs of Innocence and Experience). The Kella-
way family moves to London and lives in a house
next door to William Blake and his wife, who like
to lie naked in their yard and read the poetry of
Milton aloud. The two Kellaway children—Jem
and Maisie—become friends with Maggie, who

leads them from childhood innocence to worldly
experience.

Chevalier employs historical settings in all
of her works, scrupulously researching each, and
incorporating a wealth of historical detail and
personalities in her fictional accounts. Such his-
torical verisimilitude heightens her detailed explo-
rations of social change and the relationships of
people from different social classes, while her typi-
cal themes involves childhood friendships and the
movement from innocence to experience, often in
the shadow of sexual intrigue.

Chevalier’s latest novel, Remarkable Creatures
(2009), is set on the southern coast of England in
the 19th century and tells the extraordinary true
story of Mary Anning, an amateur and indigent
fossil collector who discovered the first complete
fossil of an ichthyosaurus (or fish-lizard).

Chevalier employs historical settings in all
of her works, scrupulously researching each and
incorporating a wealth of historical detail and per-
sonalities in her fictional accounts. Such historical
verisimilitude enhances her detailed explorations
of social change and the relationships of people
from different social classes. Her typical subjects
include childhood friendships and the movement
from innocence to experience, often in the shadow
of sexual intrigue.
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Choi, Susan (1969— ) American novelist
and essayist

Susan Choi is an award-winning author of three
novels, The Foreign Student (1998), AMERICAN
WOMAN (2004), and A PERSON OF INTEREST
(2008), and is the coeditor of the anthology, Won-
derful Town: New York Stories from The New Yorker.
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Her nonfiction work has been published in the
New York Times, Tin House, Vogue, Allure, and O,
as well as in anthologies including Money Changes
Everything and Brooklyn Was Mine. The Foreign Stu-
dent won the Asian-American Literary Award for
fiction and was a finalist for the Barnes and Noble
Discover Great New Writers Award, while Ameri-
can Woman was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in
2004. Choi is both a Guggenheim fellow and a
fellow for the National Endowment for the Arts
(www.SusanChoi.Com).

Choi was born in South Bend, Indiana, and
lived there until her parents separated, when she
moved to Houston, Texas, with her mother. Choi
has been surrounded by writing and literature
since she was very young. As Jessica Murphy notes,
she sent stories to Cricket magazine, winning first
and second prize in two different contests (38).
She earned her B.A. in literature at Yale Univer-
sity, then pursued an M.EA. and Ph.D. in litera-
ture at Cornell University. However, she did not
finish her Ph.D. but instead became a writer. After
she completed her M.EA. she moved to New York
City, where she has resided for more than 12 years
(Murphy 38). She worked as a fact-checker for The
New Yorker when she first arrived in New York,
and there she met the editor David Remnick, with
whom she edited the anthology Wonderful Town:
New York Stories from the New Yorker (38). She
and her husband, Pete Wells, have two children,
Dexter and Eliot.

Choi’s books incorporate mid- to late-20th
century historical moments into psychologically
complex and thematically gripping narratives. It is
no surprise, then, that Jessica Murphy remarks:

Research, obviously, is a big part of her writ-
ing process, and it’s an activity that she says
she enjoyed long before she took her job as
a New Yorker fact-checker. To her, research,
combined with writing, helps her feel like
a perpetual student, to gather information
that becomes grist for the mill. Eventually,
she says, her research gives way to the story

itself. (41)

Choi’s novels recast historical events from the
point of view of fictional characters of Asian or

Asian-American descent, who typically and sig-
nificantly erase ethnicity in their accounts. There-
fore, the intersection of history and ethnicity is an
important one in Choi’s work, and one that she
returns to time and again.

Choi’s father is Korean, her mother’s parents
Russian-Jewish immigrants, and her mixed-race
heritage has influenced both her writing and her
refusal to identify herself as a Korean-American
author (40). Her first book, The Foreign Student,
is perhaps the closest to autobiographical, based
as it is on her father’s experiences working for
America during the Korean War. It focuses on the
experiences of Chang Ahn, who works as a trans-
lator during the Korean War, before the Ameri-
cans accuse him of spying and torture him, after
which ordeal, and with some irony, he then moves
to Sewanee, Tennessee, to study at the Univer-
sity of the South (40). Choi’s next two books are
deeply rooted in historical moments in America:
American Woman retells the story of the Patty
Hearst kidnapping from the perspective of Jenny
Shimada, a Japanese-American woman; while A
Person of Interest is a fictionalized account of the
Unabomber case, focused on the character of Pro-
fessor Lee who is implicated in the death of his
colleague and others.

In addition to such moments of historical ten-
sion (both global and local), Choi incorporates
complex struggles associated with ethnicity, in
particular those of her Asian and Asian-Ameri-
can protagonists. Yet there are complications and
subtleties of ethnicity in her accounts that allow
them to move beyond the traditional marginaliza-
tion that is so often highlighted in ethnic fiction.
In the tradition of CHANG-RAE LEE and Leonard
Chang, the characters in Choi’s novels steadily
refuse to be categorized simply on the basis of their
ethnicity. Professor Lee from A Person of Interest
considers himself an American (he immigrated to
the United States in his early 20’s and has never
returned to his home country), and his country of
origin is never specified. Jenny Shimada of Ameri-
can Women is a second-generation Japanese-Amer-
ican who bristles (with good reason) when radicals
call upon her to join their cause because her “[. . .]
skin is a privilege. [Her] Third World perspec-
tive’s a privilege” (40). And Chang Ahn in The
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Foreign Student faces suspicion not merely from the
Americans he works for, but from the students at
his university and the people in his small southern
town. Although ethnicity is not the driving force
in her novels, it unquestionably plays a significant
role in the overarching thematic exploration of
Choi’s oeuvre: the struggles of characters who are
alienated, marginalized, and confused about their
identity, for reasons beyond their Asian origins. Her
narratives are politically charged, brutally real, and
at the same time philosophically complex, redefin-
ing the boundaries as much of historical as ethnic
fiction.

Bibliography

“About Susan Choi.” Susanchoi.com Available online.
URL: www.SusanChoi.Com. Accessed January 7,
2009.

Lee, Don. “The Foreign Student.” Available online.
URL:http://www.pshares.org/issues/article.cfm?prm
Article]D=4678. Accessed January 7, 2009.

Murphy, Jessica. “The Moment of Origin: A Profile of
Susan Choi.” Poets and Writers (January/February
2008). Available online by subscription. URL: www.
pw.org/content/moment_of_origin-profile_susan_

choi. Accessed November 5, 2009.

—Genie Giaimo

Clear: A Transparent Novel Nicola Barker
(2004)

NICOLA BARKER’s sixth novel is a fictionalized
exploration of the atmosphere and events sur-
rounding endurance artist David Blaine’s 2003
self-starvation stunt, Above the Below. The cen-
tral image of the novel is the transparent cube in
which the American illusionist suspended him-
self above the Thames River at London’s Tower
Bridge, to endure a 44-day fast under the gaze of
the public. Long-listed for the Man Booker Prize,
Clear was written as an angry response to an article
published in Guardian condemning Blaine’s spec-
tacle. Told from the point of view of a central male
protagonist trying to come to terms with the event,
Barker’s story offers a more complex meaning for
this act. By juggling a myriad of possible interpreta-
tions, both of the episode itself and of the public

and media’s reactions to it, the novelist investigates
its allegorical and cultural significance for both the
microcosm of London and society as whole.

Barker divides her own fiction into two cat-
egories, the first being “very stylistically ornate
but structurally simple—often written in the first
person, very topical, full of jokes,” and the second
“much longer and more densely plotted” (Man
Booker). Clear is a striking example of the former
type. Ribald, comic, and sarcastic in tone, the
novel displays certain stylistic liberties, such as fre-
quent parenthetic asides directed at the reader, and
fragments of italicized text to suggest the charac-
ters’ intonation. Lending a self-conscious voice to
the contemporary urban milieu, the text is punc-
tuated with celebrity names, cultural icons and
objects (the main character’s IPod features promi-
nently), and references to popular music. The
novel was written in the space of three months,
while Barker took time off from a more intensive
project (her seventh novel, Darkmans, published
in 2004, which, at 800 pages, falls into the second
category); and its fluent, off-the-cuff style provides
the reader with a strong sense of the spontane-
ity with which the work was created. However,
the airy atmosphere of the work should not dis-
tract from the weighty themes that it considers.
Anti-Semitism, death, starvation, and xenophobia
are some of the prominent ideas that surface in
the context of an event which, according to the
author, brought out the worst in the people of Lon-
don (HarperCollins).

The story is firmly grounded in a consistently
deft and vivid depiction of the scene at Tower
Bridge for the duration of Blaine’s performance.
The author conveys the broad range of reactions
it sparked among onlookers, such as ogling, cheer-
ing, food-throwing, worship, hatred, mockery, and
even violence. The happening provides her with
a context in which to paint a somewhat cynical
portrait of the British public, insightfully delineat-
ing the various sectors of society that have come
together to take in the sight: hippies, art freaks,
tramps, teenagers, grandmothers, matrons, crazy-
angry types, intransitive haters, and so on.

Against this backdrop, the novelist fore-
grounds the quest of her fictional protagonist,
Adair Graham MacKenny, a caustic, randy, and
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self-absorbed 28-year-old who is drawn into the
event despite himself and is determined to attri-
bute some sort of meaning to it. Adair is a cleri-
cal worker whose office in a London skyscraper,
directly adjacent to Blaine’s transparent prison,
affords him a perfect view of the illusionist inside
his Perspex box. A self-proclaimed “dispassionate
observer of the human race” (2), Adair functions
as a neutral figure, off of whom the author may
reflect diverse opinions regarding the self-starva-
tion act, which are offered up by the many colorful
characters that inhabit Adair’s everyday world. At
first, lurking around the glass cube is simply a way
for the protagonist to meet girls. But at the same
time as his fascination with the magician takes
hold, he finds himself engaged in a love affair with
Aphra, an elusive and prickly Blaine-obsessed
young woman with a colossal vintage-footwear
collection, whose quasi-supernatural olfactory
capabilities allow her to determine people’s vices
and eating habits by sniffing their shoes or skin.
Early in the novel we are introduced to Soloman,
Adair’s sardonic flatmate from Ghana, who speaks
Cockney and moves in celebrity circles, spread-
ing his radical ideologies with his three Doberman
pinschers always in tow; he is often accompanied
by his bohemian girlfriend, Jalisa, a peppery Afri-
can-American poetess who intellectualizes the
Blain affair for Adair.

Amid the comings and goings of these vari-
ous figures, the novelist raises questions concern-
ing the politics of marginalization, the dynamics
of scapegoating, and the role of the artist in soci-
ety. Through Adair’s acrimonious dialogue with
various Londoners, the reader is presented with
a variety of questions regarding Blaine’s fast and
its repercussions for local onlookers: Is this spec-
tacle of self-starvation simply an exhibitionist or
masochistic gesture, or is it an artistic statement
of rebellion against mainstream culture? Do the
often violent reactions of spectators reflect the
public’s need to blame “the other” for society’s
shortcomings?

Barker’s heavy reliance on Kafkaesque inter-
text implies that she views David Blaine as a kind
of “hunger artist.” Parallels are evoked between
Blaine and the fasting protagonist from Kafka’s
short story who, after emerging from his cage after

40 days without food, feels unappreciated by his
spectators, who do not appear to acknowledge
the “honour of his profession” (269). Critics have
proposed various allegorical interpretations for “A
Hunger Artist”; and the main character of both
works may be viewed as a Christ figure (recalling
Christ’s 40 days in the desert), a suffering martyr,
or an embodiment of the misunderstood artist; all
of which seem at play in the novel’s richly layered
tale. Barker’s insistence on the absurdity of the
public’s negative reaction to the illusionist’s stunt
is counterbalanced by an equally cynical portrayal
of the behavior of the Blaine-worshipers. However,
the complexity of the stances taken by the char-
acters indicates the impossibility of assigning any
stable meaning to the artist’s gesture. As one of
Adair’s colleagues proposes, Blaine is a “blank can-
vas” (311) upon which the onlookers project their
feelings, whether these be rage, hostility, sadness,
or admiration—"a mirror in which people can see
the very best and the very worst of themselves”
(311). For Barker, as for many other contemporary
writers, the literary text is thus a means of provid-
ing a nonreductive interpretation for societal phe-
nomena which might be treated one-dimensionally
in other discourses, such as that of media.
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Clement, Jennifer (1960- ) Mexican-
American novelist, short story writer, poet,
and memoirist
Jennifer Clement is the author of numerous short
stories, two novels, four books of poetry, and a
memoir. She is known for her skillful blending of
the genres of fiction, poetry, and nonfiction. Her
story “A Salamander-Child” was awarded the
United Kingdom’s Canongate Prize for New Writing
in 2001, and her novel A TRUE STORY BASED ON
LIES (2001) was a finalist for the United Kingdom’s
Orange Prize for Fiction in 2002. Her work has
been anthologized in collections such as The Best of
the American Voice, and has been translated into 10
languages, including Spanish, French, Italian, and
Hebrew. Aside from her writing, she is best known
for her work on San Miguel Poetry Week and her
efforts to bridge the cultural divide between Mexico
and the United States and other countries.
Clement was born in Greenwich, Connecticut,
but moved with her family to Mexico in 1961 at
age one. Her mother was a painter and her father
a chemical engineer with a deep love of poetry.
The Jornada Semanal reports that Clement and her
older brother and younger sister listened to her
father read the poetry of Shakespeare, W. B. Yeats,
and Walt Whitman as young children. She wrote
her first poems at the age of eight about Italy, influ-
enced by the Italian food, culture, and language of
girlfriends in Mexico. She attended Edron Acad-
emy, a British English-language school in Mexico
City during her formative childhood years, and
the academy served as the setting for her nonfic-
tion short story “This Was When You Could Still
Be Killed for Love,” which was nominated for the
Pushcart Prize in 2009. She returned to the United
States for the final few years of high school, attend-
ing Cranbrook Kingswood School, a top-ranked
boarding school in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan. She
graduated with a bachelor of arts degree in English
and anthropology from New York University in
1981, where she took a number of creative writing
courses, and wrote her thesis on a women’s prison
in West Virginia. Clement says that her anthropol-
ogy degree and work in the field has influenced her
writing and cites Chaucer, Shakespeare, William
Faulkner, and Latin American writers in general
as major influences on her work. She has lived in

Mexico on and off since 1981 and still calls Mexico
City home. Clement primarily writes in English but
also speaks Spanish and French and has written in
both.

Alongside her sister (and fellow poet) Barbara
Sibley, Clement cofounded the San Miguel Poetry
Week in 1997, which is a yearly series of workshops
over the course of one week each January in San
Miguel, Mexico. Clement notes that the poetry
week is perhaps the greatest manifestation of her
effort to create bridges between Mexican writ-
ers and the writing communities in other coun-
tries. In pursuit of the same goal, in 1991 Clement
founded the Tramontane Poets, a group of poets
who translate Mexican poetry into English; and
the group has published a comprehensive anthol-
ogy of Mexican poetry, which includes the work of
Mexico’s most famous and most obscure contem-
porary poets.

In 2001, Clement was awarded the U.S.-Mex-
ico Fund for Culture (FONCA, Fundacién Cul-
tural Bancomer, the Rockefeller Foundation) grant
for the San Miguel Poetry Week. In addition, she
was honored with Mexico’s Sistema Nacional de
Creadores de Arte grant. Primarily reserved for
Mexican citizens, it is the highest literary award
available in Mexico, and it admits recipients to
an elite group of artists for life; as an American
recipient Clement is a rare exception. She was also
awarded a MacDowell Fellowship in 2007.

Surprisingly, Clement notes that in addition to
being influenced by classic authors such as Chau-
cer and Shakespeare, her poetry has taken great
inspiration from scientific writing, specifically cit-
ing the works of Louis Pasteur and Isaac Newton.
Her books of poetry include The Next Stranger
(1993), Newton’s Sailor (1997), Lady of the Broom
(2002), and Jennifer Clement: New and Selected
Poems (2008).

Clement’s first long work in prose, The Widow
Basquiat (2000), details the life story of Suzanne
Malouk and her relationship—as a lover and
muse—to the artist Jean-Michel Basquiat, who
died of a drug overdose in his 20s in 1988. It was
praised upon publication for not sensationalizing
their relationship or the events surrounding Bas-
quiat’s death, and it was named to the Booksellers’
Choice list in the United Kingdom.
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Clement’s first novel, A True Story Based on
Lies (2001), was named a finalist in the Orange
Prize for fiction in the United Kingdom in 2002
and focuses on the struggles of a young Mexican
peasant girl hired as a domestic for a rich Mex-
ico City couple who (like Clement’s own family)
are distinguished by their English last name. The
extraordinary emotional impact of the novel, writ-
ten in a kind of prose poetry, has been justly com-
pared to that of Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye.

Clement’s second novel, The Poison That Fas-
cinates (2008), is a modern rendition of the found-
ing myths of Mexico. In addition to its poetic prose
style, it has been praised for its vivid and colorful
descriptions of life in Mexico City, as well as the
blending of mythical, Catholic, and secular pres-
ences in modern-day Mexico.

Clement’s book of poetry The Lady of the
Broom inspired Jan Gilbert to compose “Eleven
Song Setting,” a musical piece for soprano, flute,
viola, and cello.
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Cloud Atlas David Mitchell (2004)

DAVID MITCHELL’s genre-defying third book is an
ambitiously assembled tour de force. Following the
polyphonic Ghostwritten (1999) and multilayered
number9dream (2001), Mitchell’s “rollercoaster
ride” (Byatt, 9) through history and literary pas-
tiche challenges the reader with six interrelated
novellas. The six novellas are designed like Russian
dolls, with each section appearing as a literary arti-
fact in the succeeding narrative, up to the central,
post-apocalyptic section “Sloosha’s Crossin’ an’
Ev’rythin’ After,” at which point the entire process
is reversed. While each of the individual narratives
has a distinct voice and story of its own, the plot

of the book as a whole comes from the strong the-
matic links between the sections.

In Mitchell’s most political novel to date,
the central theme of a society consuming itself
commences with “The Pacific Journal of Adam
Ewing.” The genocide and enslavement of the
Moriori people of the Chatham Islands serves
as the background for a 19th-century historical
pastiche that ends mid-sentence. The next sec-
tion, “Letters from Zedelghem,” leaps forward in
time to 1931 and is told through the letters of the
unscrupulous young composer Robert Frobisher
to his friend Sixsmith, while the former is living
a parasitic existence as amanuensis to his idol,
Vyvyan Ayrs. Frobisher’s comments on music
introduce one of Mitchell’s notable stylistic
devices: a masked discussion on the theory and
practice of the art of writing. In this, Mitchell is
reminiscent of Haruki Murakami. After the eighth
of Frobisher’s letters, the narrative switches to
“Half-Lives: The First Luisa Rey Mystery.” The
only section to be written in the third person,
Mitchell’s parody of the tone and content of a
third-rate spy novel set in mid-1970s California
brings the theme of predator vs. prey to a corpo-
rate level. Ending on a cliffhanger, the following
narrative is “The Ghastly Ordeal of Timothy
Cavendish,” narrated by vanity publisher Timo-
thy Cavendish, familiar to Mitchell fans from the
“London” section of Ghostwritten.

Set in late 20th-century Britain, the Caven-
dish section challenges society’s treatment of the
defenseless by the powerful, showing how easily
physical violence can replace reason. “An Orison
of Somni~451" plunges the reader into a dysto-
pian future of genetic engineering and consum-
erism gone mad. Using the form of a holographic
interview with rebellious fabricant Somni~451,
the nightmarish world of Nea So Copros—a fic-
tional, corporate location in Korea—explores how
extreme forms of capitalism can strip society of its
humanity. The ensuing, central section is the only
one to be presented as a whole piece. The post-
apocalyptic Hawaiian setting of ‘Sloosha’s Crossin’
an’ Ev'rythin’ After’ shows the majority of human-
ity reduced to a primitive state, having lost the
technological advances of civilization. The narra-
tor, Zach'ry, tells the story of his tribe’s genocide to
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strangers at a campfire, in a tale strongly reminis-
cent of the story of the Moriori tribe in the opening
section. After the central section, Mitchell moves
backward through the previous sections, complet-
ing them in turn.

Cloud Atlas owes a clear structural debt to
Italo Calvino’s postmodern novel If on a winter’s
night a traveller (1979), and in various interviews
Mitchell comments on having read Calvino’s mas-
terpiece in his early 20s, and finding the lack of
resolution both frustrating and compelling. Cloud
Atlas reflects the structure of Calvino’s book back
upon itself, making a structural experimentation
more accessible to readers less interested in post-
modernity for its own sake. Mitchell ascribes his
initial interest in the fate of the Moriori people to
Jared Diamond’s multidisciplinary Guns, Germs,
and Steel (1999), leading to a travel scholarship
from the Society of Authors that allowed him
to visit the Chatham Islands and Hawaii when
researching the opening and central sections of
Cloud Atlas. The philosophical pathways between
the six novellas are reminiscent of Jorge Luis
Borges, as is Mitchell’s interest in the transmission
of the text in its changing forms as literary and
social artifact.

Along with the thematic links, recurring char-
acters and idiosyncrasies are used to create a sense
of cohesion between the sections. For example, the
‘Sixsmith’ to whom Frobisher addresses his letters
becomes Rufus Sixsmith in the Luisa Rey section,
and each of the protagonists bears a “comet-
shaped birthmark between his shoulder-blade and
collar-bone” (122). In “Letters from Zedelghem,”
Vyvyan Ayrs dreams of the “nightmarish café, bril-
liantly lit, but underground, with no way out” (80)
in which Somni~451 begins her ascendance; and
in the concluding “Pacific Journal” section Ewing
muses over the theological and social significance
of “Civilization’s Ladder” (512), and whether or
not salvation lies in its ascent. Mitchell pokes
self-conscious fun at his own postmodern liter-
ary experimentations through repeated references
to the Russian doll structure of the novel itself,
such as Vyvyan Ayr’s “Matruschyka Doll Variations”
(52), or Somni~451 hearing a circusman advertise
“Madame Matryoshka and Her Pregnant Embryo.”
(353). Just as Frobisher’s comments on music and

composition can be seen as analogous to Mitchell’s
comments on literature and writing, the fate of
Frobisher’s best-known work, “Cloud Atlas Sextet
must bring the kiss of death to all who take it on”
(121), doubly comic in the light of the commercial
and critical success of Cloud Atlas: short-listed for
the 2004 Man Booker Prize and the Common-
wealth Writers Prize (Eurasia Region, Best Book),
winner of the 2005 British Book Awards Literary
Fiction Award and the 2005 British Book Awards
Richard & Judy Best Read of the Year.

The recurrence of characters in more than one
section of the book is becoming one of Mitchell’s
trademarks, with characters, concepts, and settings
echoed in all of his four books to date, following in
the footsteps of writers such as Will Self and BRET
EASTON ELLIS. For example, both Timothy Cav-
endish and Luisa Rey appear in Ghostwritten, and
Frobisher’s death is mentioned in Mitchell’s fourth
book, Black Swan Green (2006). However, Mitch-
ell’s most notable stylistic feature is his ability to
present challenging social commentary and liter-
ary experimentation in an accessible, page-turning
narrative.
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Costello, Mark A. (1962— ) American
novelist, critic, and lawyer

A onetime former federal prosecutor, and now
professor of criminal law at Fordham University,
Costello is a frequent reviewer for the New York
Times, and the author of three books, Signifying
Rappers: Rap and Race in the Urban Present (1990),
cowritten with DAVID FOSTER WALLACE, BAG
MEN (1996), and BIG IF (2003). Big If was a New
York Times Notable Book and a finalist for the
National Book Award.

Mark A. Costello (not to be confused with
the author of The Murphy Stories) was one of seven
children born in Winchester, Massachusetts, to
working-class Irish-Catholic parents. He attended
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Ambherst College, where he first roomed with Wal-
lace in their sophomore year. Wallace, who wrote
INFINITE JEST (1996)—a novel considered a late
American classic—committed suicide in September
of 2008, and Costello has spoken many times since
then about Wallace’s life, struggles, and genius.
Harlan Coben, winner of the Edgar, Shamus, and
Anthony Awards and author of 19 crime novels,
was another dorm-mate of Costello’s at Amherst.
After graduating in 1984, Costello went on to law
school at Yale, and received his degree in 1988. He
was an associate corporate attorney for the firm of
Testa, Hurwitz, and Thibeault from 1988 to 1990,
district attorney for New York County from 1990
to 1995, and a U.S. attorney in the District of New
Jersey from 1995 to 1998. Since 2001, he has been
a professor of law at Fordham University in New
York City.

Costello and Wallace played up their out-
sider status in order to gain admittance to a small
recording studio in the North Dorchester area of
Boston, and to the burgeoning world of rap music
in the late 1980s. The result, Signifying Rappers, is
a slim but ambitious volume dedicated to situating
rap within the broader contexts of the African oral
tradition, the conspicuous consumption of Reagan-
era America, the perpetuation of racial boundaries
in contemporary society, and the history of Ameri-
can poetry. The title of the book is borrowed from
a 1988 gangsta rap single by Schoolly D, “Signify-
ing Rapper,” which was in turn a nod to the song,
“Signifying Monkey,” by Rudy Ray Moore. Henry
Louis Gates’s 1988 text, The Signifying Monkey:
A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism,
investigates the cultural practice of “signifying,” a
complicated rhetorical technique that can either
express admiration for a work or alter it in order
to criticize the original and showcase the signifier’s
talents. Costello and Wallace’s Signifying Rappers
locates early rappers within these diverse contexts
and applauds their contributions to and advance-
ment of many disparate genres.

Bag Men was published in 1996 under the
pseudonym John Flood. Costello, a federal pros-
ecutor at the time, explains that “Bag Men is about
official corruption and corrupt prosecutors—all
forms of corruption, both overt and sometimes
more subtle. I didn’t want the book read as a tell-

all, as a prosecutor blows the lid off. So I felt there
had to be some separation. And the nom de plume
was the best mechanism [ could come up with”
(Birnbaum interview). The novel is set in Boston
in 1965, and opens with the murder of a priest,
George Sedgewick; after landing at Logan Airport
Sedgewick is robbed of 4,000 communion hosts
that were consecrated by Pope Paul VI, in advance
of the first English-language mass to be held in
America that year. The novel then traces the crime
in the narratives of characters on both sides of the
law, as the homicide investigation becomes inter-
twined with the contemporaneous introduction of
LSD into mainstream America. Bag Men is a liter-
ary thriller whose plot is intricately woven out of
a vast amalgam of details that seek to capture the
essence of 1965.

Costello’s novel—and the intensity of its
prose—invited early comparisons with the work
of Jonathan Franzen and Don DelLillo. In his 2002
review of Big If, Jay McInerney emphatically locates
Costello “among the sons of Don” (7); and indeed,
Costello claims DelLillo as one of his strongest
influences, along with Joseph Conrad and Alice
Munro. DeLillo’s masculine style has proved to be
highly influential on a new generation of authors
producing literary prose with a kind of hyper-real-
ism and Carver-esque economical phrasing.

Just as Bag Men is rooted in 1960s America,
Costello’s most recent novel, Big If, is linked to
another epochal moment in the evolution of the
nation’s consciousness. America’s post-9/11 anxi-
eties are represented here through the overlapping
narratives of computer programmers, Secret Ser-
vice agents, and insurance adjusters. Programmer
Jens Asplund has created a hugely popular video
game called Biglf, set in a post-apocalyptic future,
and the realism of the game’s monsters underscores
the fearful tension of the nation after the turn of
this century. Jens’s younger sister, Vi, is a burnt-out
protection agent for the Secret Service. She and
her colorful colleagues act in accordance with “The
Certainties,” a document created by consummate
agent, Lloyd Felker, which consists of “fifty-seven
seminal white papers” outlining possible-threat
scenarios, and the steps necessary to prevent and
counteract these threats. The novel works to
destroy supposed certainties, however, challenging
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assumed facts and accepted truths. Felker, the
ultimate protection agent and godlike figure to the
younger operatives, is killed, leaving the agency in
the hands of Gretchen Williams, a fallible woman
whose uncertainty endangers the lives of both
the vice president and the other agents. Walter
Asplund, meanwhile, father and moral authority to
both Jens and Vi, is described as replacing the word
“God” on bank notes, so that the official motto of
the United States now reads “In Us We Trust.”
Though “U.S.” suggests a prioritization of country
over God, Walter’s “Us” is a manifest invocation to
place our trust not in God, law, or country, but in
ourselves—an understandable, if dangerous, move
in times of such uncertainty.

With Big If, McInerney notes, Costello “enters
the big leagues of American fiction,” creating “a
thoroughly original universe—which seems, in
retrospect, to have been waiting for us all along”
(7). If Bag Men critically reconsidered time-hon-
ored truths of a bygone era, Big If brings the same
searching and uncompromising skepticism to the
uncritical “certainties” of our own time.
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Coupland, Douglas (1961- ) American
novelist, playwright, and screenwriter
Canadian visual artist, cultural critic, playwright,
and screenwriter, Douglas Coupland is best known
for his eclectic, postmodern novels: GENERATION
X (1991), Shampoo Planet (1992), MICROSERFS
(1995), Girlfriend in a Coma (1997), Miss Wyoming

(1999), All Families Are Psychotic (2001), God Hates
Japan (2001, Japanese language only), Hey Nostrad-
amus! (2003), Eleanor Rigby (2004), JPOD (2006),
The Gum Thief (2007), and Generation (2009).
Coupland also acted in his own first play, Septem-
ber 10, 2001, with Stratford-upon-Avon’s Royal
Shakespeare Company in 2004. His popular col-
lection of short stories, Life after God (1993), was
recently adapted for the stage by Michael Lewis
MacLennan. And a film based on Coupland’s first
screenplay, Everything’s Gone Green, premiered at
the Vancouver Film Festival in 2007.

Coupland was born in 1961 on a Canadian air
force base in Baden-Sollingen, Germany; his fam-
ily relocated to Vancouver, Canada, in 1965, where
Coupland has lived most of his life and where he
currently resides. As a young adult, his foremost
passion was for visual art, and he completed a
degree in fine art at Vancouver’s Emily Carr Insti-
tute of Art and Design, as well as traveling to
Japan and Italy to devote time to his art.

Coupland has been labeled as a spokesperson,
perhaps even a prophet, for his generation—a title
he resents and repeatedly refutes. In 1989, he was
offered a $22,500 advance to write a nonfiction
account of Generation X, but the final product, a
fictional exploration titled Generation X: Tales for
an Accelerated Culture, was not at all what the edi-
tors had expected (Lohr). At the time, Coupland
was a sculptor who frequently wrote witty articles
of nonfiction cultural commentary for magazines
such as Wired. He decided that fiction was the best
way to approach the project; but his aim in Gen-
eration X (1991) was not to define his generation
but to explore the tensions inherent in the lives of
his privileged “slackers,” protagonists Andy, Dag,
and Claire, who move to the desert, away from
the confines of a reality determined by antispiri-
tual consumerism. And this search for a postsecu-
lar spirituality, the quest for what Coupland calls
“epiphany and transcendence” (qtd. in Draper),
is the defining feature of Coupland’s fiction. But
the pilgrimages that in Coupland’s work seem to
define the human condition are rarely enacted in
traditional “sacred” spaces of worship; indeed, his
characters begin their search in the most unlikely
sacred spaces: the shopping mall (Shampoo Planet),
a Greyhound bus (Shampoo Planet), a presidential
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inauguration (Life after God). However, though
Coupland rarely relies on dogmatic, theological
terminology to depict depravity or revelation, he
does frequently allude to both poetry and narra-
tives from the Bible.

In a radio interview with Tom Ashbrook, Cou-
pland claims that “What unites all people through
time and history, regardless of place, is the need
to make sense,” a need evident in the desire of
many of his characters to become part of a story,
to have the isolated moments of their lives strung
together, to progress toward something that will
disclose ultimate truth and meaning. This theme,
developed throughout his entire body of work, is
strikingly articulated in Generation X, as his post-
modern pilgrims gather in the desert to tell stories
that will connect the dots of their lives, provid-
ing a narrative to make sense of reality for each
of them. Claire, for example, admits that “it’s not
healthy to live life as a succession of isolated little
cool moments. Either our lives become stories, or
there’s just no way to get through them” (8). Nar-
rative implies direction and purpose for an indi-
vidual life, but the individual must draw on the
outside perspective of the community to legitimate
her stories.

Coupland revisits similar themes in his next
novel, Shampoo Planet, yet the novel’s protagonist,
Tyler, is a devout disciple of the modern religion of
materialism that Generation X’s bohemians desper-
ately try to reject. The story highlights Coupland’s
almost nostalgic love for the products and virtual
spaces that we call home. Although these products
provide young Reaganite Tyler with a sense of well-
ness and security, he longs to develop an identity
around something more than his role as a member
of a desired target market.

Life after God (1993) appears to be a turning
point for Coupland, as it is the first book that has
the “loss of God” in privileged middle-class culture
as its most obvious premise. Its stories explore the
interior world of a host of characters all coming to
a crucial point of recognition of their own spiritual
brokenness and need for change. It argues that,
although popular culture may offer a surrogate par-
adigm to those who have been “raised without reli-
gion” (129), it is ultimately a false and inadequate
one, pointing toward a deep need that it is not

equipped to meet. Although these glassy, thin, and
ultimately artificial paradigms are initially common
reference points, the collection intimates the pres-
ence of a deeper pool of reference, in the form of
spiritual questions about the nature of life, death,
and the possibility of afterlife that are common to
all of humanity. These questions, and the act itself
of relentlessly questioning, are at the heart of Coup-
land’s novels, beginning with Generation X, but
becoming more prominent as his oeuvre evolves,
especially in Life after God, Girlfriend in a Coma,
and Hey Nostradamus!

In Life after God’s “The Wrong Sun,” Coup-
land provides us with a host of destructive fantasy
visions of nuclear annihilation, reminding us that
“technology does not always equal progress” (75).
In the collection as a whole, and particularly in
the story “1,000 Years: Life after God,” we meet
countless young, yet jaded protagonists, seem-
ingly deadened, dazed, and confused by the abun-
dance of artificial reality around them, a suburban
inheritance that has provided them with a godless
heaven on earth. Scout, the story’s chief spiritual
sojourner, flees from the city, abandoning the “evil
empire” of the corporate world to find refuge in the
lush Canadian forest, where he is finally forced to
admit that he “needs God.”

Coupland’s interest in apocalypticism con-
tinues in 1997’s Girlfriend in a Coma, the tale of a
young woman named Karen who falls into a physi-
cal coma representative of her depthless culture’s
spiritual anesthesia. Here Coupland emphasizes
the tension between the deadening and life-giving
powers of technology, as Karen’s friends experience
the apocalypse fixated more on entertainment and
addictions than the redemptive powers of divine
revelation.

A frightening vision of the postmodern sub-
lime, of technology created and nurtured by mul-
tinational capitalism, is the theme of both 1995’s
Microserfs and 2006’s jPod. Both novels exam-
ine and humanize the self-proclaimed computer
geek subculture, as Coupland ventures into the
interior worlds of computer programmers and
corporate-office veterans. Employing typically
commodified language to describe the darkness
of the human condition (another of Coupland’s
frequent themes), jPod’s Ethan admits, “I hoped
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that God would shake my Etch-a-Sketch clean
overnight” (134).

The emphasis on human depravity and need
for redemption is a central focus of 2003’s Hey Nos-
tradamus!, a novel told from the narrative perspec-
tives of four individuals whose lives are devastated
by the senseless violence of a suburban school mas-
sacre. Coupland’s most theologically rich novel, it
explores the problem of evil, the oppression of reli-
gious hypocrisy, and the tension between law and
grace.

Coupland’s The Gum Thief (2007) is a collec-
tion of fictive letters between Roger and Bethany,
two Staples employees and highly unlikely friends.
The focus on the written word, both in the letters
themselves and in excerpts from Roger’s novel,
Glove Pond, again echo Coupland’s concern with
the role of narrative in the construction of identity
and community, a concern developed and intensi-
fied in 2009’s Generation A, which in the words of
Coupland’s Web site, “champions the act of read-
ing and storytelling as one of the few defenses we
still have against the constant bombardment of the
senses in a digital world.”

Because of his engaging, accessible, pop-cul-
ture-laden prose style, Coupland is often included
in a list of “Blank Fiction” authors such as BRET
EASTON ELLIS and Jay Mclnerney by such crit-
ics as Annesley, Caveney, and Young. However,
blank fiction tends to depict the stylish urban
scene, with all its technologies, glitz, and glamour,
whereas Coupland frequently locates his novels in
middle-class suburban settings. And unlike blank
fiction, his focus is not on indulgence, excess, and
extremes as much as the mundane and “normal”
(though these may and often do encompass the
eschatological). Moreover, though “blank” writers
such as Ellis “resonate with the spirit of the age”
(Annesley 5), Coupland seeks the hidden dimen-
sions and possibilities of this spirit, questioning its
roots and necessity, and implying, even in asserting
its absence, the presence of some collective refer-
ence point that transcends our artificial construc-
tions of meaning. He is simultaneously fascinated
by and wary of popular culture, as evidenced by
his Girlfriend in a Coma, which is named after a
popular song yet decries our deadening reliance on
popular culture as spiritual surrogate. Along with

Eleanor Rigby (2004), the novel muses on religious
questions: prophecy, divine judgment, and the need
for redemption; and such subjects, though alien to
the contemporary, secular world represented in the
novels, are persistently and impressively explored
by them.
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Crime in the Neighborhood, A Suzanne
Berne (1997)

SUZANNE BERNE’s  well-received first novel
explores a woman’s recollections of a memorable
summer in 1972 when narrator Marsha Eberhardt
was 10. A 12-year-old boy from her neighborhood
is murdered, her parents become divorced, and the
Watergate scandal is breaking news; the majority
of the novel focuses on the narrator’s recollections
of and fantasies surrounding this time in her life.
The young Marsha’s sense of stability is profoundly
shaken both by her father’s affair with her mother’s
younger sister and by Boyd Ellison’s murder. She
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begins pasting news stories about the murder and
current events into a notebook, in which she also
keeps meticulous notes about the comings and
goings in her neighborhood, especially those of her
next-door neighbor Mr. Green.

More broadly, the narrative chronicles what
happens to a quiet, affluent, white, suburban neigh-
borhood outside Washington, D.C., when a child is
found molested and murdered in a wooded area by
the shopping mall. The neighborhood fathers form
a night-watch group, the entire neighborhood is
abuzz with rumor and speculation, and everyone
hungers for an arrest that does not come. By the
end of the novel, the neighborhood no longer feels
as safe and secure as everyone once trusted it to
be. People begin locking their doors and turning
their suspicions on anyone who does not “belong,”
among them Marsha’s family, now broken, and Mr.
Green, a bachelor from “the country”; and in the
end the title’s “crime” seems to consist in nothing
more than failing to fit into the idealized middle-
class neighborhood of the country’s collective
imagination. In this way, the novel tells an almost
fabular tale of the end of idyllic American suburbia
and the beginning of a more cynical time in U.S.
history.

The adult Marsha narrates the story, and is
unreliable at best, often confusing memory with
fantasy and the private events of her life with
public events in the news. Her tale shifts between
in-the-moment narration by her 10-year-old self,
and the reflective, distanced recollection by her as
an adult. It would seem that before that summer,
Marsha and her family had largely fulfilled the
American dream of living a quiet and contented
life in the suburbs; but Marsha’s teenaged siblings,
Julie and Steven, are twins living in their own
extended fantasy, in which they are British aristo-
crats Felicia and Rodney, even speaking with Brit-
ish accents, and callously excluding the younger
Marsha, whom they call Swamp. Marsha was the
closest to their father when he skipped town, leav-
ing his family and career as a real estate agent
behind, to have a relationship with his wife’s sis-
ter (which ultimately fails). Ten-year-old Marsha
watches helplessly as her mother deals with her
devastating betrayal by both her husband and her
sister by obsessively cleaning the house, and it will

take Marsha 25 years to gain courage enough to
ask her father why he left them.

Marsha often imagines what may have hap-
pened when she was not present, and tells these
imagined events as if they actually occurred, begin-
ning with her mother’s discovery of her father’s
affair. And when her relationship with her mother
is tested by Mrs. Eberhardt’s attraction to Mr
Green, Marsha lies to police, claiming he has been
“watching” the neighborhood children and even
striking her, causing him to be falsely arrested and
finally forced to move out of the area. Marsha is
morally ambiguous, as 10-year-olds frequently are,
testing the boundaries of her narrow world, know-
ing the difference between fantasy and reality but
allowing her often-told fantasies to rule.

Boyd Ellison was a neighborhood bully who
stole other children’s bikes and was accused of
stealing from his Boy Scout troop by Marsha’s
brother. Marsha’s only clear memory of the mur-
dered boy is of the time he once asked to wear her
glasses, and then both fascinated and appalled her
as he slowly tortured a praying mantis. While Boyd
Ellison’s murder is never solved, Marsha gradually
comes to terms with her own profoundly mixed
feelings about him, using his memory as a kind of
moral constant around which to cluster the novel
elements of her evolving maturity.

Voyeurism, both literal and metaphorical, lies
at the heart of the novel. Marsha intently watches
her neighborhood “take place,” believing that if
she just pays enough attention she will be able to
discover who murdered Boyd Ellison, and by exten-
sion make sense of the mysteries concomitant with
his death. As an adult she reflects:

In a confused manner, I think I'd begun
to connect my father’s leaving with Boyd
Ellison’s murder and even with whatever it
was that had happened at Watergate. Al-
though I couldn’t explain it then, I believed
my father’s departure had deeply jarred the
domestic order not just in our house, but
in our neighborhood, and by extension the
country, since in those days my neighbor-
hood was my country. My father left to find
himself, and a child got lost. That's how it
struck me (129).
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A Crime in the Neighborhood received the
Orange Prize for Fiction, selected over Toni Mor-
rison’s Paradise and Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poi-
sonwood Bible among others. It was also a New York
Times Notable Book and a finalist for the Edgar
Allan Poe and Los Angeles Times awards for first
fiction. Berne explores similar themes of troubled
familial relationships and conflicts of middle-class
American life in her follow-up novels, A Perfect
Arrangement (2001) and The Ghost at the Table
(2007).
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Crooked River Burning Mark Winegardner
(2001)

MARK WINEGARDNER’s second novel is “a love
letter to Cleveland” (Hemley), a nostalgic tribute
to the Ohio city whose political, economical, and
cultural significance rapidly deteriorated in the
decades after World War II.

Crooked River Burning is situated in the Cleve-
land of the late '40s to the '60s, but similarly to
works such as Jonathan Franzen's Twenty-Seventh
City, E. L. Doctorow’s City of God, or Richard
Ford’s Independence Day, it explores broader issues
relating to the 20th-century American city and its
fate in rapidly changing capitalist society. At the
novel’s center is a romance between David Ziel-
ensky and Anne O’Connor, who though from the
opposite sides of the Cuyahoga River, and there-
fore different social strata, share similar ambitions.
Determined to overcome the limitations inscribed
in their respective classes—David by becoming a
councilor and Anne by becoming a reporter—they
have the same passion for “racy” music, baseball
and, above all, their hometown.

David is the son of a corrupt but charming
Teamsters union leader who might or might not
have killed David’s mother. Although a constant
in David’s life, he is rarely present and David is
brought up by Uncle Stan, a private detective with
all-American mannerisms, and his Aunt Betty who

shares her unconditional love between Stan and
David. Anne, on the contrary, is the youngest child
of an influential Democratic mayor and a Rock-
efeller descendant. Precocious and pretty, even as
a little girl Anne is aware of her class benefits, as
well as the marital problems of her parents and her
mother’s alcoholism. Anne and David’s love story
starts on one of the Lake Erie islands where David
comes with his aunt and uncle to spend the week-
end in a decrepit rented trailer; and where Anne’s
family finds a refuge from the city’s heat in a posh
villa. When the two meet, Anne lies about her
young age, while David is already engaged to Irene
Hrudka, “the real girl” with whom he grew up, and
is on his way to the navy. In an episode that mani-
fests the power of Anne’s character and David’s
admiration for a girl of exceptional beauty and
background, Anne wantonly destroys Uncle Stan’s
precious car that David borrowed for a night. Yet
David takes the responsibility, and as a consequence
of the incident the couple does not see each other
for a number of years. Nonetheless, each of them is
enthralled by the other and their contrasting back-
ground; David admires Anne’s rich, gregarious Irish
family, while Anne is impressed by the uncustomary
warmth of David’s relatives.

Focused on the protagonists’ respective strug-
gles to succeed, the narrative, which interweaves
historical and fictional figures, is dominated by two
typical Cleveland symbols: baseball and the river.
Recalling Don DelLillo’s Underworld, but also Wine-
gardner’s previous novel about the Mexican base-
ball league, The Veracruz Blues, Crooked River opens
with a remarkable baseball scene. Fourteen-year-
old David secretly takes a streetcar with his friends
and goes to an Indians-Dodgers home game where
he sees one of the first African-American profes-
sional baseball players, Satchel Paige. A minority
in the predominantly African-American audience,
David suddenly becomes aware of the racial segre-
gation of his city, which causes him years later to
describe the experience as the “day he become the
man he was.” Winegardner, a native of Ohio who
lived in Cleveland from 1989 to 1997, said in an
interview that the scene is based on the real expe-
rience of a friend who went to an exhibition Indi-
ans-Dodgers game as a 12-year-old and recalled it
as life-changing. In addition, the historical decline
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of Cleveland is indicated by its team’s own fate.
Although expected to have a great future because
of its progressive politics, the Indians’ reputation
steadily dissipates, while Cleveland, once Ameri-
ca’s sixth largest city, plummets to 12th position.

The Cuyahoga River, on the contrary, is a
threatening constant of Cleveland’s life and a focus
of jokes about the city (“What's the difference
between Cleveland and the Titanic? Cleveland
has a better orchestra”). Because of its notori-
ous pollution, the river actually burns twice, first
in 1952, four years after the narrative begins, and
then in 1969, when it ends. Nevertheless, it brings
to its shores the craze about “black” music and the
world’s first rock concert, performed in the Cleve-
land Arena, a hockey venue (and now the location
of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame). Among other
notable historical moments depicted in the novel,
in 1967, Carl Stokes becomes the first African-
American mayor in a predominantly white, major
city; the newspaper mogul Louis Selzer manifests
the power of mass media by influencing one of
the most controversial trials in American history,
openly blaming Dr. Sam Sheppard for the death of
his wife; and Dorothy Fuldheim becomes the first
female TV news anchor and first female TV show
host. Yet Cleveland never matches the cosmo-
politanism of New York, which both fictional and
historical characters actually see as a merit of the
“heartland” city.

Winegardner’s postmodern style—ironic, play-
ful, and encyclopedic—is typified by the novel’s
generous footnotes. Wry and penetrating, they not
only function as a commentary on the events, and as
the writer’s interpretation of his own text, but as an
annotation to post—World War II American culture
in general. When Winegardner notes, for example,
that “you weren’t a bad person. It was a different
time. The words differently abled had not yet crossed
any human lips. It was a time, however, when no
one found infantile paralysis shameful,” he exposes
the inscribed hypocrisy in the modus of political
correctness. Even in—and through—its postmod-
ernism, the text yearns for seemingly more sincere
times, when language did not mask and distract
from the often ennobling tribulations of our lives.

Although Winegardner is perhaps best known
as the writer who successfully continued Mario

Puzo’s saga, The Godfather, his most accomplished
work is unquestionably Crooked River Burning. The
epic scope of the narrative, combined with its vivid
and searching detail, manages to “transcend the
very regionalism it celebrates” (Hemley), making
Crooked River Burning a novel as much about its
country as about the city at its heart.
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Cruz, Ricardo Cortez (1964- ) American
novelist and poet

Ricardo Cortez Cruz has written two novels to date,
STRAIGHT OUTTA COMPTON (1992) and Five Days
of Bleeding (1995), both experimental and both
produced by Fiction Collective Two. Cortez Cruz's
fiction, nonfiction, and poetry have also appeared
in several on-line and in-print magazines and peri-
odicals, including African American Review, Fiction
International, and Flashpoint Magazine. Cortez Cruz’s
work has received substantial critical comment
and a host of awards, including a Nilson Award for
Excellence in Minority Fiction (1991) and a Strand
Diversity Achievement Award (2009). His unique
contributions to the genre of experimental litera-
ture, and their focus on the underrepresented black
and minority experience, have also resulted in Cor-
tez Cruz’s inclusion in several anthologies, including
A Norton Anthology of Postmodern American Fiction
(1997) and Step into a World: A Global Anthology of
the New Black Literature (2000).

Cortez Cruz was born in 1964 in Decatur,
Illinois, and would grew up “pretty poor” in a
depressed, “ghettoized environment,” which would
provide transferable points of reference for his later
works set in the urban centers of L.A. and New
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York. He worked through his secondary and post-
secondary education as a sports intern and news-
room clerk for the Decatur Herald & Review and
the Bloomington Pentagraph, and obtained his B.Sc.,
M.A., and Ph.D. from Illinois State University,
where he currently teaches for the Department of
English (Borgias 2004; Silverblatt 1993).

Cultural inheritances from the social move-
ments of the 60’s and 70’s, especially civil rights
and second-wave feminism, would echo through
the 80’s and 90’s across all branches of the arts and
academia, by lending a voice to those who had pre-
viously been voiceless. In the era of Rodney King
and NWA, authors like Cortez Cruz told the story
of the marginalized inhabitants who occupied the
“ghettoized” streets of urban America. Cortez Cruz
describes his major works as: “Novels short 'n funky.”
Urban, experimental, avant-garde texts that empha-
size language, slanguage, violence ... the trappings
of human life, which includes obscenity, tragically
flawed characters, anti-heroes (Borgia 2004).

His graphic tales utilize a highly unconven-
tional writing style, which defies easy categoriza-
tion, deviating as it does from traditional literary
convention in almost every respect, from syntax
and word use/play, to narrative arc and temporal
coherence. They present a virtual phantasmagoria
of persons, places, and events, which invites the
disoriented reader to wander unguided and pro-
tected through the vital, inchoate experience of
the streets (Silverblatt 1993).

Cortez Cruz freely samples and mixes from a
vast cultural and literary repository, using visual
and textual principles of collage, juxtaposition, and
irony to challenge conventional attitudes and dra-
matically extend the limits of conventional inner-
city representation (Silverblatt; Polley). There is
no accepted interpretation of Cortez Cruz’s work
because, as the author puts it, “not too many
things operate on just a literary level ... the sam-
pling and repetition take on meaning, resulting in
a collision of sights and sounds” (Silverblatt 1993).
The musical and repetitive poetry of Sterling Club
(Always the Blues) was a key influence on Cortez
Cruz’s style, and the result is frequently compared
to the work of a disc jockey; deconstructing and
reconstructing discrepant “bits and tricks” gained
from widely varying sources to produce an entirely

different finished product. Cortez Cruz states that
“we are constantly getting language and informa-
tion through other sources, whether we realize it
or not,” and his exercises in literary stereo-mixing
offer an “open” read, encouraging us to consider
why such “bits” functioned as they did in the first
place (Silverblatt 1993).

The early Ishmael Reed (Yellowback Radio
Broke Down) and Clarence Major (My Amputations)
are also stylistic influences on Cortez Cruz’s fiction,
as well as the progressive and forceful work of writ-
ers from the “hot aesthetic period” of the 1960s
(Sonia Sanchez, later Gwendolyn Brooks). In addi-
tion, Cortez Cruz was inspired by the socially driven
trends that predominated in the dramatic and
critical theory of the 1960s; but it was the work of
French dramatic theorist, experimental artist, and
interpretive Marxist Guy Debord (1931-94) that
had the greatest single impact on his work. Debord
felt that authentic social life had been replaced by
“the spectacle,” the commodified representations of
the mass media. The best way to wake up the spec-
tator drugged by such spectacular images, according
to Debord, is to detourn/turn the spectacular images
in on themselves, effectively disrupting the spec-
tacle itself (Society of the Spectacle). “Detourning
[is] putting things into a different perspective,” says
Cortez Cruz, “that forces us to rethink our reality
... or parts of our reality” (Silverblatt).

Cortez Cruz himself has exerted a powerful
influence on experimental and black and minority
literature that appeared subsequent to his pioneer-
ing works. Himself a product of a “ghettoized envi-
ronment,” he has striven to detourn the stereotypes
representing his own background, ultimately writ-
ing his own story (Borgia).
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Cure for Dreams, A Kaye Gibbons (1991)
The third novel by KAYE GIBBONS tells the story
of four generations in a southern family, from the
late 1800s up to 1989. The novel’s frame narra-
tor is Marjorie Polly Randolph, of the fourth gen-
eration, but her tale is told mostly in the form of
quoted recollections by her mother, Betty Davies
Randolph. Betty’s stories go back to the lives of
her grandmother and mother, Bridget O’Caidhan
and Lottie O’Caidhan Davies, respectively. She
relates key events of their lives, from Bridget’s Irish
origins and life in Kentucky, through her mother’s
married life in North Carolina, and then turns to
her own life and the raising of her daughter, Marjo-
rie. Indeed, storytelling is at the heart of the novel,
and binds each generation to the next. Each chap-
ter heading, like a précis or brief overview, reflects
a particular type of storytelling reminiscent of fic-
tion from centuries past, for example, the heading
for chapter 5: “An account of things which here-
tofore were unsaid, or a lesson for the tardy” (37).
Still, they often have a familiarity of phrasing that
sounds more like gentle reminders of stories already
known to many, and the reader can imagine that
they already have been told and retold. The novel
in fact reads like a collection of oral histories, and
is clearly inspired by the WPA Federal Writers
Project of the 1930s, in which many such stories
from southern families were collected.

Betty, as the main storyteller, begins her nar-
rative with her mother Lottie’s dream of court-
ship, followed by the reality as manifested in her
suitor, Charles Randolph. The newlyweds move to
North Carolina where Lottie informs Charles that
she will not work for him on his farm or at his grist
mill—that she has worked enough already—but
will attend to the raising of their eventual off-
spring: “She promised to honor and cherish and
obey and all the other, but she never saw the mar-
riage as enrollment for torture. He didn’t own her
like a plow or a rake” (11). When daughter Betty
is born, Lottie uses her power of storytelling to
keep her daughter also away from a life devoted
to working herself to exhaustion for the man in
her life. A series of fabricated stories about Betty’s
fragile health serve the daughter in this aim, just
as Lottie’s flat refusals to work served her. In this
episode, as in many others throughout the novel,

Gibbons presents strong women who refuse to be
portrayed as victims of society. Though aware of
the limited opportunities available to women in the
early 20th century (and especially in the South at
that time), the women are not social rebels out to
challenge their culture’s status quo, yet they show
great strength of character in carving out their own
spheres of existence within conventional society.

In fact, the reader becomes aware that it is
men who are the outsiders here, who are not a
primary part of the recounted histories. Two men
meet violent ends, one by suicide and one by mur-
der, after which their wives seem only to become
stronger. The murder is actually committed by the
victim’s wife after years of abuse, and in a scene
heavily reminiscent of Susan Glaspell’s “Trifles,”
Lottie not only solves the murder but successfully
covers it up, illustrating in an extreme form how
the women of the novel form bonds of complicity
for the sake of survival and prosperity on their own
terms. While Lottie and her husband grow ever
more distant from each other, Lottie’s relationship
with her daughter strengthens. Husband Charles
is the one who becomes marginalized in the world
that Lottie builds around her, for he is literally the
odd man out at home; and at the women’s social
hours that Lottie organizes in the community, all
men are unwelcome—at least all those who do not
treat their women rightly. The women even find
room in their community for a woman who would
otherwise be an outcast, Trudy Woodlief. Intensely
unconventional, Trudy hails from Louisiana (the
first thing that distinguishes her from the other
women in this small North Carolina community),
and is the mother of several children, the first of
whom she had at 14. Trudy scandalizes the town
with her brazenness and relatively open sexual-
ity. However, when her husband runs off, leaving
a pregnant wife behind, the women’s attitudes
shift in Trudy’s favor, even though she does not
change her ways. Indeed, after her twins are born,
the community women pitch in to help Trudy; and
while most do it out of curiosity, some offer their
help out of genuine concern, a sense of sisterhood.

Naming and language are integral to the struc-
ture of the novel as oral histories conjuring up the
past, but the manipulation of language into story
plays a part in the women’s everyday lives and is
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inscribed in the narrative as a major theme. When
several men in the community begin being unfaith-
ful to their wives with a handful of “mill tarts”
(37), Lottie employs storytelling (in the form of
rumor) to set her friend’s husband back on the
straight path. In the concluding chapters of the
novel, Betty tells the story of her own life beyond
childhood, walking that same middle path between
conventionality and unconventionality. The times
(late 1930s to early 1940s) are allowing slightly
more freedom of experience for women, and Betty
does experience the faster pace of “big city” life;
still, her highest aspiration is attending secretarial
school while working at a five-and-dime store. A
failed relationship with a “dope fiend” sends her
back home, where she is courted by a local young
man, and seems destined for what would appear
to an outsider as a very traditional life. Yet she has
inherited that strong, independent spark from her
mother, and is able to dictate the terms of her mar-
ried life.

A Cure for Dreams is thus a story of storytell-
ing, women’s storytelling, but in a subtle, south-
ern manner. The result is an entertaining social
history, not of great men in great events (indeed,
“great events” of the period, like the two world
wars, are peripheral subjects at most), but no less
significant thereby. With a keen ear for dialogue,
particularly in the local idioms and euphemistic
parlance of the novel’'s women, Gibbons brings
this history to life. Contemporary reviews of the
novel were less enthusiastic than they had been
for Gibbons’s previous two works, but reviewer
James Wilcox praised A Cure for Dreams for its
greater maturity of craft, stating that “a much
more satisfying sense of the real world abounds,
an acknowledgment that good is always mixed up

with, if not downright evil, at least a large dose of
human folly” (14).
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Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-
Time, The Mark Haddon (2003)

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time is
the first novel by English writer MARK HADDON,
who until 2003 had primarily written and illus-
trated books for children. Written from the per-
spective of an (apparently) autistic young man, the
book won the 2004 Whitbread Book of the Year. It
is an exemplary work of metafiction, as the book
itself is shaped as a murder-mystery novel that
the young narrator is writing, although it quickly
transcends such genre classification to include ele-
ments of bildungsroman and comedy. The novel’s
narrative style, marked by frequent use of “and”
and “then,” as well as the incorporation of math-
ematical problems and philosophical meditations,
intimates the protagonist’s unusual sensibility.
Haddon’s sensitive rendering of Christopher and
of his unique understanding of the world creates
a novel imbued with humor, compassion, and poi-
gnancy, while offering rare insights into the mind
of an autistic teenager.

The narrator, Christopher John Francis Boone,
is a 15-year-old boy living in Swindon with his
father. Although it is never explicitly stated in the
text, Christopher appears to be autistic, as sug-
gested by his regular one-on-one work with his
teacher Siobhan, the use of only prime numbers
in the novel’s chaptering, the frustration expressed
by his parents in dealing with him, his preference
for not being touched, and his intense and other-
wise unexplained interest in mathematics and logi-
cal order. As the novel opens, Christopher’s life is
disrupted when he discovers that his neighbor
Mrs. Shears’s poodle Wellington has been stabbed
with a pitchfork. The Curious Incident of the Dog
in the Night-Time is the book Christopher writes
as he attempts to solve the murder, and the title
obliquely references a story by Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle; Christopher’s favorite book is The Hound
of the Baskervilles and he thinks that if he were a
proper detective, he would be like Sherlock Hol-
mes. The inquiry per se is frequently interrupted
by his intriguing thoughts on a wide range of topics
(such as God and animals) and especially mathe-
matics (such as his meditation on the “Monty Hall
problem”); indeed, his skill in the latter subject is
so great that he successfully petitions to sit for the
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mathematics A-levels. The extraordinary eclecti-
cism of Christopher’s interests, however, disguises
a deep-seated and sustained search for logical
explanation in the world; he writes, “Lots of things
are mysteries. But that doesn’t mean there isn't
an answer to them. It's just that scientists haven’t
found the answer yet” (100).

When his father, Ed, learns of Christopher’s
detective work, he insists his son stop, and a
neighbor, Mrs. Alexander, attempting to explain
his father’s annoyance with the investigation, soon
after informs Christopher that his mother (whom
Christopher believes is dead) in fact left Christo-
pher’s father to marry Mr. Shears. When his father
finds the book Christopher has been writing, he
becomes furious, strikes Christopher, and hides the
book. Christopher finds it, however, along with let-
ters from his mother that his father has been hid-
ing. And when his father realizes Christopher’s
discovery, he apologizes and confesses to murdering
Wellington as retribution for Mrs. Shears rejecting
his advances.

Fearing for his own safety, Christopher decides
to go to London and live with his mother—a deci-
sion that proves daunting and even dangerous, as
he struggles to buy a train ticket, must hide from
the police, and narrowly misses being struck by a
subway train. Although his mother is shocked by
his sudden arrival, she is delighted to see her son
again. Christopher’s arrival, however, causes ten-
sion with Mr. Shears, especially when his mother
says Christopher can stay. Christopher realizes he
must return to Swindon to sit for his mathematics
A-levels, but his mother says it is not possible and
has the test canceled. Her relationship with Mr.
Shears begins to crumble, and she and Christopher
leave at last for Swindon.

Upon arriving back home, Christopher
learns that he is able to take his mathemat-
ics A-levels after all. He remains afraid of his
father, however, going so far as to barricade
himself in his room; but Ed buys Christopher
a golden retriever puppy, and the gesture
regains his son’s trust. Christopher learns
that he has passed his A-levels with an A,
and begins to prepare for the next level of
testing, dreaming of going to university and

becoming a scientist. The novel ends with
explanation and satisfaction: Christopher
has solved the murder, passed his test, and
written a book. For him, “that means I can
do anything” (220).

The major theme of The Curious Incident of
the Dog in the Night-Time is Christopher’s desire
for understanding—not necessarily to be under-
stood but to understand the world around him. His
mind searches for patterns because he believes, as
a budding scientist, that patterns allow one both
to understand and to predict surrounding events.
Such a capability offers him a sense of order and
control in an otherwise chaotic universe, and this
longing endears Christopher to the reader, while
deftly illustrating salient features of the working
of an autistic mind. Another recurring theme is
memory: both what one remembers and how, the
matter and the mechanism of memory. Christo-
pher’s heightened self-awareness is both reveal-
ing and trustworthy, as he scrupulously informs
the reader not merely of what he can clearly recall
but also of the areas in which he is fuzzy or unsure.
“My memory is like a film” (76), he writes, suggest-
ing the cinematic quality of memory: seemingly
connected and fluid, yet ultimately fractured and
restricted. This fractured fluidity is highlighted by
his repetitious use of “and” or “then” to begin sen-
tences, suggesting that one’s life is not intrinsically
coherent, but rather a sheer succession of events,
which are then subjected to selection, integration,
and emphasis to create memory and identity.

Its deft exploration of autism aligns The Curi-
ous Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time with other
works that explore such experience through first-
person narration, especially with respect to our
sense of time, identity, and language. The Benjy
sections in William Faulkner’s The Sound and the
Fury (1929) and Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Alger-
non (1958) are perhaps the most obvious examples
of this form of unreliable but profoundly illuminat-
ing narration. More specifically, both Christopher’s
age and sensibility qualify him as a “naive nar-
rator,” one who does not fully comprehend the
ramifications of his or her observations. In con-
temporary fiction, this device has been successfully
employed in Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird
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(1960) and Jamaica Kincaid’'s Annie John (1985).
But the novel’s nearest contemporary counterpart
may be JONATHAN SAFRAN FOER’s Extremely Loud
and Incredibly Close (2005), in which Foer employs
a nine-year-old narrator, Oskar Schell, to explore
the trauma of 9/11. Like Haddon, Foer uses letters,
lists, and pictures to show how the child attempts
to make sense and bring order to the world around
him. But though Oskar exhibits behavior similar
to Christopher’s, including a love of mathematics,
rational order, and cataloging, the text suggests his
unorthodox narration is more the result of precoc-
ity than autism.

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-
Time is thus exceptional not only in its plotting—
an assemblage of action, mathematical problems,
and philosophical musings—but in the sensibil-
ity and aspirations of its narrator. Having worked
with autistic children years earlier, Haddon creates
a world where a desire for a rational stability takes
precedence over emotions and passion. At one point
Christopher quotes Sherlock Holmes: “The world is
full of obvious things which nobody by any chance
ever observes.” To this he adds, “But he notices
them, like I do” (73). And in so doing, Christopher
becomes one of the more unorthodox yet empa-
thetic narrators in contemporary English fiction.

Bibliography
Haddon, Mark. The Curious Incident of the Dog in the
Night-Time. New York: Doubleday, 2003.

—Peter C. Kunze

Cusk, Rachel (1967- ) British novelist and
memoirist

Rachel Cusk was born in Canada and lived in Los
Angeles before returning, with her British parents,
to live in England at the age of nine. She suffered
from severe asthma throughout much of her child-
hood and teenage years and at 11 was sent to a
Catholic boarding school in Cambridge, England,
an experience that she described in an interview
with the Daily Mail as “torture”:

[ didn’t make friends and was bullied. I saw
the nuns who taught us as a symbol of fe-

male powerlessness [. . .] They were passive,
wore black habits and had given up their
lives. Like lots of Catholic girls, I felt shame
about my body and sexuality. It didn’t help
that I was rather weird-looking and slightly
blue from not being able to breathe properly.
(“Saving Rachel Cusk”)

However, her health eventually improved and Cusk
went on to study English at New College, Oxford.
After the university, Cusk moved to North London,
where she worked at an assortment of jobs and also
began writing. In 1993, she published her first novel,
SAVING AGNES, which won the Whitbread First
Novel Award. The book focuses on Agnes Day, a
woman in her 20s who struggles to find meaning in
her life after the university. Shortly after the book
came out, Cusk married a banker, Josh Hillman, but
the marriage did not last, and the couple separated
after only a year; a few months later, she ran into
an old friend from her Oxford days, and the two
eventually moved in together, with Cusk becoming
stepmother to her partner’s daughter from a previ-
ous relationship. In 1995, she published another
novel, The Temporary. Christina Patterson, review-
ing the novel in the Independent, noted that “At a
time when most young writers seem to be opting for
terse, Carveresque minimalism, [Cusk] flies the flag
for the long word and the long sentence. . . . At its
best there’s something of the epigrammatic neatness
of Jane Austen; at its worst the verbose pomposity
of John Major” (Patterson). The Temporary was fol-
lowed in 1997 by The Country Life, which won the
Somerset Maugham Prize.

In 1999, Cusk gave birth to her first child, her
daughter Albertine, who was born at eight months
by Caesarian section; six months later, she became
pregnant again with her second daughter, Jessye.
The experience of birth and motherhood affected
Cusk deeply, and she wrote her only nonfiction
work to date: A Life’s Work: On Becoming a Mother.
Cusk reflected in a 2008 article published in the
Guardian, on the controversy generated by the
book: “First of all there was a letter, from a writer
friend I had sent a copy to,” wrote Cusk: “Be pre-
pared, she said: your book is going to make people
very angry” (“I Was Only Being Honest”). Cusk’s
portrait of motherhood is indeed brutally honest:
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Looking after children is a low-status occupa-
tion. It is isolating, frequently boring, relent-
lessly demanding and exhausting. It erodes
your self-esteem and your membership of the
adult world. . . . Childbirth and motherhood
are the anvil upon which sexual inequality
was forged, and the women in our society
whose responsibilities, expectations and ex-
perience are like those of men are right to ap-
proach it with trepidation. (A Life’s Work, 8)

The book is a complex and thoughtful combina-
tion of analysis and memoir, and the controversy
partially originated in Cusk’s willingness to con-
front the conventional discourse and assumptions
surrounding motherhood. An online article on
the Daily Mail Web site, however, described it as
“a coruscating attack on motherhood” and noted
that the book “wasn’t warts and all, . . . just warts”
(“Saving Rachel Cusk”). Cusk herself recalls, “I
was cited everywhere as having said the unsayable:
that it is possible for a woman to dislike her chil-
dren, even to regret having brought them into the
world,” and further, remembers:

Again and again people judged the book
not as readers but as mothers, and it was
judgment of a sanctimoniousness whose
like T had never experienced. Yet I had ex-
perienced it, in a way: it was part of what I
had found intolerable in the public culture
of motherhood, the childcare manuals and
the toddler groups, the discourse of domes-
tic life, even the politics of birth itself. In
motherhood the communal was permit-
ted to prevail over the individual, and the
result, to my mind, was a great deal of dis-
honesty. I had identified this dishonesty in
A Life’s Work: it seemed to me to be intrin-
sic to the psychical predicament of the new
mother, that in having a child she should
re-encounter the childhood mechanism of
suppression. She would encounter the pos-
sibility of suppressing her true feelings in
order to be “good” and to gain approval. My
own struggle had been to resist this mecha-
nism. I wanted to—I had to—remain “my-

self.” (“I Was Only Being Honest”)

She has also expressed disdain for the critics who
vilified her as a mother after the publication of A
Life’s Work, saying, “I would have ripped it up if
I'd had the approval of those alice-band-wearing
mumsies who disapproved of it. I wanted to speak
to intelligent women” (“Saving Rachel Cusk”), and
also, “I'm not remotely afraid of what [her crit-
ics think] of me. I have no respect for them and
I wouldn’t have given them a second thought had
not motherhood grouped us all together in the
Venn diagram, which is very big and full of all kind
of dimwits and numbskulls” (Merritt).

The struggle to retain an autonomous sense of
identity as a woman as well as mother permeates
Cusk’s subsequent book, The LUCKY ONES (2003),
a series of short stories arranged around the theme
of emotional connection and understanding, here
including a study of the experiences of a new father
away from his family for the first time (in “The
Way You Do It”). The Lucky Ones made the short
list for the 2003 Whitbread Novel Award, and was
followed in 2005 by In the Fold, which Anna Shap-
iro, reviewing the book in the Guardian, described
as “a shaggy dog story of mismatched couples,
disappointing parents, and defecting or defective
children” (“Down on the Farm”); the book again
deals with Cusk’s principal themes of the minu-
tiae of familial love, parenthood, childhood, and
the past. She returns to these themes in her 2007
work, Arlington Park, which was short-listed for the
Orange Prize for Fiction in that year.

In 2009, Cusk published both a striking
account of a summer her family spent in Italy, in
The Last Supper, and the novel The Bradshaw Vari-
ations, a tonal and thematic refinement of her fic-
tional preoccupations.
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Danielewski, Mark Z. (1966—- ) American
novelist

Best known for his labyrinthine cult novel HOUSE
OF LEAVES (2000), Danielewski is the son of Pol-
ish-born filmmaker Tad Danielewski. Active in the
Polish resistance during World War II, the elder
Danielewski was eventually captured and incarcer-
ated by the Germans. He survived, however, and
after the war made his way first to Britain, where
he studied at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art,
and finally to the United States, where he founded
the Professional Actors Workshop. Students in the
Professional Actors Workshop included notable fig-
ures such as James Eatl Jones, Martin Sheen, and
Sigourney Weaver, while Tad Danielewski’s filmic
output ranged from feature films like The Big Wave
(1961) to work on daytime soaps.

The Danielewski children—Mark, and his
sister Annie—were raised in an artistic envi-
ronment, and both received an elite education:
Mark attended Yale as an undergraduate, where
he studied English, and did graduate work at the
prestigious School of Cinema-Television at the
University of Southern California, while his sis-
ter, Annie, attended Princeton. Although Mark
appeared in Gettysburg (1993) and had a role in
the technical production of the documentary
film Derrida (2002), it was Annie who first came
to widespread national attention as a pop singer,
performing under the moniker Poe. In the mid-
1990s she signed to Atlantic Records, and her
debut, Hello (1995), included the hit single “Angry
Johnny.” Poe’s second release, Haunted (2000),
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was created as a companion piece to her broth-
er’'s novel House of Leaves, and the two appeared
together on a kind of a rock-n’-roll promotional
tour, where they opened for Depeche Mode.

With the publication of House of Leaves, Mark
Z. Danielewski established himself as a novelist
with both popular and critical appeal. The novel
itself is a vertiginous exercise in remediation. Its
nominal subject is an impossible object, a shape-
shifting house whose interior dimensions exceed
those of the exterior, and the reader apprehends
the whole through complexly layered narration.
Photographer and filmmaker Will Navidson moves
into the house, and begins a documentary of his
family’s life therein, including various explorations
into the ever-expanding bowels of their new home.
Navidson’s film, meanwhile, is described and ana-
lyzed by a blind man named Zampano, who com-
piles a treatise titled The Navidson Record. This
account, in turn, is discovered and edited by a tat-
too artist named Johnny Truant, who, in addition
to providing an introduction, attaches a welter of
footnotes detailing elements of his own life. Finally,
the entire composite is mediated by “The Editors,”
whose comments appear throughout the novel.

This playfully postmodern narrative structure,
in which the reliability of narrative authority is con-
tinuously being questioned and undercut, is clearly
influenced by precursors ranging from Vladimir
Nabokov to DAVID FOSTER WALLACE. The struc-
ture, moreover, is augmented by a host of virtuo-
sic literary tricks and devices, some borrowed and
recast, others wholly innovative. One of the most
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noticeable features of the novel is Danielewski’s use
of font and typesetting. Throughout the book, the
various competing narrative voices receive their
own individual fonts—the words of Johnny Truant,
for example, are presented in Courier, while the
Editors’ remarks are rendered in Bookman. More-
over, whenever the word house (or a foreign-lan-
guage equivalent) appears in the novel, it is either
in blue (much like a hyperlink) or in grayscale,
depending on the particular edition of HoL.

Danielewski’s experimentation with textual
layout throughout the novel has a profound effect
on the readers’ navigation. Borrowing from film
technique, for example, he constructs a series of
dense typographic tableaus that “intentionally
slows the reader down, reorients the reader, [and]
redresses that question of direction inside the
book” (“Five Minutes”). Elsewhere, Danielewski
explains, he “only has a few sentences per page
so the reader will move [quickly] through a hun-
dred pages” (“Five Minutes”). These techniques,
together with a preponderance of other extra-nar-
rative inclusions—anagrams, acrostics, and the
like—render the novel a complex and intricately
structured puzzle.

Danielewski does not shy away from discus-
sions of his own virtuosity. One interviewer chari-
tably describes him as “not by nature a modest
person” (Brown), and for all the delights one can
find in Danielewski’s fiction, his public persona
can be rather wearying. In interviews, he vacillates
between supercilious dismissal and profound arro-
gance, and is particularly insistent on questions of
authorial intent. “I have yet to hear an interpreta-
tion of House of Leaves that I had not anticipated,”
Danielewski tells Larry McCaffrey and Sinda Greg-
ory in one interview (106). “I have yet to be sur-
prised” (106). Indeed, Danielewski folds so much
theory and self-reflexive criticism into HoL that
readers might suspect he has, in fact, anticipated
all critiques. When Danielewski announces, how-
ever, that his fiction is “written outside the pres-
ent industry of academia” and that there does not
exist “a vocabulary yet that can adequately address
what’s going on” in his work, his sheer hubris
eclipses his genius (Brown).

Between House of Leaves and his second novel,
Only Revolutions (2006), Danielewski published two

minor works: The Whalestoe Letters (2000) and The
Fifty Year Sword (2005). The former is a companion
to HoL, an expanded version of one of the novel’s
appendices that collects a series of letters ostensi-
bly written by Johnny Truant’s mother. The latter,
published in the Netherlands, is a limited-edition
novella, which Danielewski has referred to as “a
little bit of sorbet, between courses,” something
“[t]o cleanse the palate of House of Leaves, and get
you ready for the next” (Knecht). In The Fifty Year
Sword, five different narrative voices are distin-
guished by means of colored quotation marks.

Only Rewolutions is similarly inventive, a for-
mally experimental tour de force that labors under
Oulipo-style constraints. The novel itself has a cir-
cular 360 pages, each containing 180 words of “pri-
mary” text. Properly speaking, the book has neither
head nor tail, neither front nor back. The two
narrators—perpetual 16-year-olds Sam and Hai-
ley—begin at opposite ends of the book, their tales
juxtaposed at 180 degrees (that is to say: Sam’s first
page is Hailey’s 360th, and vice versa, as each page
contains a block of text that is upside down when
its counterpart is rightside up). Moreover, the size
of the respective fonts changes throughout the
book, with larger fonts employed at each narrator’s
beginning, and smaller ones at their respective
ends. Complicating matters even further, the novel
also includes a historical sidebar with entries that
complement the primary narratives. The reader is
thus forced to choose how s/he will navigate the
text.

Only Revolutions was a finalist for the National
Book Award in 2006, a clear indication of the criti-
cal respect Danielewski has garnered since his nov-
elistic debut.
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Danticat, Edwidge (1969- ) Haitian-
American novelist, playwright, and biographer
Winner of the Pushcart Prize for short fiction
(1996), and nominated for the prestigious National
Book Award (1995)—both for KRIK? KRAK!—Dan-
ticat was establishing herself as a literary force to
be reckoned with well before her 30th birthday.
Her popularity soared and was cemented when
Oprah Winfrey added her Breath, Eyes, Memory to
the talk-show host’s popular book-club reading list
in 1998. Debunking the problematic stereotypes of
Haitian-Americans that became popular during the
1980s and 1990s, when so many misunderstood and
impoverished refugees immigrated to the United
States, Danticat develops stories that add realism
and human faces to the plights that members of this
immigrant group have surmounted in their efforts to
escape discrimination and probable death in Haiti.
Pamela Shelton explains that “... Danticat
writes from the point of view of a young woman
of color who realizes all too quickly that the attri-
butes she possesses are of little value in either cul-
ture” (25). In essence, Shelton calls attention to
the irony of Danticat’s success: Her writing would
have been seen as futile in Haiti’s disenfranchised
economic infrastructure; and in America, her
topic of choice should have been of little interest
to readers more interested in conventional, native

reflections on the American dream. Despite these
obstacles, however, Danticat has risen to the social,
cultural, and professional challenges she faced as a
young immigrant writer, and become a significant
and enduring member of both American and inter-
national literary circles.

Born in Haiti in 1969, Danticat came to the
United States in 1981 at the age of 12, joining her
parents, André Miracin (a taxi driver) and Rose
Souvenance (a textile worker), who arrived in
America during the 1970s. Danticat was two when
her father left Haiti for the United States, and four
when her mother departed the island. She and a
younger brother, Eliab, remained in the Caribbean,
living with André’s brother Joseph, an aunt, and
Danticat’s maternal grandmother. In New York the
author enrolled in Clara Barton high school, and
published her first work in a local newspaper. She
continued writing privately in personal journals
throughout high school, but ostensibly stifled her
creative aspirations in an attempt to fulfill her par-
ents’ hopes, which were set on a career in nursing.
Nonetheless, when she began her undergraduate
studies at Barnard College, she decided to major
in French literature and in 1991 matriculated in
Brown University’s creative writing program. Her
M.EA. thesis was an early draft of her first novel,
Breath, Eyes, Memory, which she began penning
as an immigrant adolescent in New York. In 1993,
she returned to New York, working with Jonathan
Demme at Clinica Estetico. She also conducted
writing workshops with high school and college
students. Briefly, she joined the faculty at New
York University as a visiting professor (1996-97),
and in 2002 moved to Miami, Florida, with her
husband, Faidherbe Boyer.

Astonishingly prolific and eclectic in her tastes,
Danticat has tried her hand at playwriting, with The
Creation of Adam (1992), Dreams Like Me (1993),
and Children of the Sea (1997); short fiction, with
Krik? Krak! (1995) and The DEW BREAKER (2004);
the novel, with Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994), The
Farming of Bones (1998), and Behind the Mountains
(2002); children’s literature, in Anacaona, Golden
Flower: Haiti, 1490 (2005); anthology editing, in
The Beacon Best of 2000: Great Whiting of Women
and Men of All Colors and Cultures (2000), and The
Butterfly's Way: Voices from the Haitian Dyaspora in
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the United States (2001); literary translation, with
Jackes Stephen Alexis’s In the Flicker of an Eye-
lid (2002); nonfiction historiography, in After the
Dance: A Walk through Carnival in Haiti (2002); and
autobiography, in Brother, I'm Dying (2007).

The latter book documents her life in Amer-
ica, illuminating the time she spent with her Uncle
Joseph between the ages of four and eight. When
she turned nine, he lost his voice to throat cancer,
and Danticat remembers herself being “his voice,”
“... an extension of his voice” in their Haitian com-
munity (Shea 386). Tragically, however, she was
unable to speak for her uncle when he attempted
to migrate to America. As recounted in Brother,
I'm Dying, Joseph arrived in Miami illegally, fleeing
death threats from local gangs in Haiti. However,
upon his arrival in Florida, he was not given politi-
cal amnesty because of stringent Homeland Security
legislation. Denied medical attention and neglected
during his detention at the U.S. Custom’s holding
facility, his family—Danticat and others legally liv-
ing in Florida—learned of his untimely death at the
very time they anticipated he would be released and
granted political asylum to live with them.

Because of such personal and familial trials,
along with the stories she has inevitably learned
as a member of Haiti’'s American immigrant com-
munity, Danticat has become an advocate for
Haitian affairs, lecturing about that country and
its emigrant community while educating audi-
ences about the obstacles and hardships so many
Haitians have encountered in their efforts to gain
amnesty in other countries. Typically, she exposes
her readers to the desperation, poverty, and per-
secution that has caused so many to flee Haiti,
and pushes the boundaries of her audience’s liter-
ary expectations, integrating Haitian folk culture,
religious rituals, and mythic or magic realism into
her work, employing these aesthetic techniques
not merely to enrich her tale but to invite her
readers to hear the composite voices making up
the collective consciousness of the Haitian dias-
pora. Hence, her work is important not only to
global audiences wanting to better appreciate
the diversity of contemporary literary voices and
experience, but also to those wishing to correct
fundamental American misperceptions of Haitian
life and citizenry.

Recognition of her work includes a Lannan
Foundation Fellowship in 2004; an American Book
Award from the Before Columbus Foundation,
for The Farming of Bones; the 2007 National Book
Critics Circle Award for Brother, I'm Dying; PEN/
Faulkner Award nominations for The Dew Breaker;
and a series of awards and recognitions from peri-
odicals, such as Caribbean Whiter, Seventeen, and
Essence. Included in Granta’s 1996 list of best Amer-
ican novelists and the New Yorker’s “Twenty Writers
for the Twenty-first Century,” Danticat is also one
of few writers to be nominated for a National Book
Award in both fiction and nonfiction.
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Dark Room, The Rachel Seiffert (2001)
RACHEL SEIFFERT’s debut novel is split into three
independent narratives connected only by theme.
The events of the Third Reich and the Holocaust
are seen through the eyes of Helmut, Lore, and
Micha, whose names provide each section’s title.
While two-thirds of the book is set in prewar and
wartime Germany, the final section takes place in
the late 1990s, showing the continuing influence
of the past on the present.

Helmut is born in Berlin, around 1920, with
a missing pectoral muscle on the right side of his
chest. As a boy, he helps out in a local photogra-
pher’s workshop and shows great talent both in
the dark room and with a camera. His growing up
is linked closely with events in Germany: “Puberty
and the Third Reich arrive simultaneously” (Seif-
fert 12). However, his disability and resulting shy-
ness mean he never participates, only watches and
photographs from a distance. He becomes obsessed
with Berlin’s railway station, where he catalogues
the comings and goings, confirming his suspicion
that the city is emptying itself of people. He also
photographs crowds, once coming across a group
of gypsies being brutally herded into trucks. He
tries to record this event with his camera, but the
developed pictures “convey none of the chaos and
cruelty” (40), and even fail to clearly show what
happened. This incident introduces Seiffert’s ongo-
ing theme of the unreliability of evidence.

The war starts, but Helmut’s disability pre-
vents him from enlisting. After his parents are
killed in an air raid, Helmut remains in besieged
Berlin, scavenging for food and recording the ruins
with his camera. Later, refugees stream into the city
bringing rumors of death camps and mass graves.
Blindly patriotic, Helmut ignores these portents
and enthusiastically joins the boys and old men of
Berlin for the city’s last stand.

Here Helmut's story abruptly ends, and
Lore’s begins. A German family are hiding out
in the Bavarian countryside at the end of the
war. Twelve-year-old Lore’s Nazi father has been
interned by American forces. When her mother
too is taken away, Lore is left to lead her younger
siblings to their grandmother’s house in Ham-
burg. They travel on foot, sleeping rough and suf-
fering great hardship. On the way they join forces

with Thomas, a young man whose number tattoo
and Jewish papers elicit sympathy and help them
cross borders between the various Allied zones. In
a village, they come across photographs of death
camps and mass graves pasted up on trees, images
that haunt Lore’s dreams. These photographs are
also the subject of overheard conversations, which
once again suggests the ambiguous nature of docu-
mentary evidence. A young man on a train tells his
friend:

“It’s all a set-up. The pictures are always
out of focus, aren’t they? Or dark, or grainy.
Anything to make them unclear. And the
people in those photos are actors. The
Americans have staged it all, maybe the
Russians helped them, who knows.” (175)

In bombed-out Hamburg, Lore sees newspaper
photographs of wanted Nazis, connecting their
uniforms with memories of her father. But her
grandmother tells her not to be ashamed: “Some of
them went too far, child, but don’t believe it was
all bad” (188). When Thomas, too, is revealed to
be not what he seems, Lore is left with a “sick feel-
ing that Thomas was both right and wrong, good
and bad; both at the same time” (210).

The final part of the novel develops the theme
of moral ambiguity, this time from the perspective
of later generations. In an unnamed German city
in 1997, Michael (“Micha”) is a young teacher who
becomes obsessed with what his grandfather, Askan
Boell, may have done during the war. Michael
remembers his Opa as kind, attentive, and a gifted
artist. However, Boell is known to have served in the
Waffen SS in Belarus before being captured by the
Russians and interned for nine years after the war.
Michael cannot reconcile his personal memories
with the possibility that his grandfather was a perpe-
trator of atrocities, and he obsessively researches the
Holocaust, wrestling with the feelings of his genera-
tion: “Stupid to feel guilty about things that were done
before I was born” (247). His investigations lead to
tensions with family and friends, but despite his mis-
givings, Michael travels to Belarus to find out once
and for all. The local museum’s photographs of Nazis
massacring Jews do not show Boell’s face. How-
evet, Michael finds an old man who lived through
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the period, Jozef Kolesnik; and Kolesnik confirms
Michael’s fears, saying that he remembers the few
who refused to participate in the killings, and Boell
was not one of them. Here Seiffert seems to suggest
that memory is more useful or reliable than photo-
graphic evidence. Though Kolesnik’s recollections
are tainted by his own dubious past, Michael, add-
ing them to the accumulation of evidence produced
by his researches, is fully convinced:

Where is my proof? I have no reason not to be-
lieve it. There are no pictures of him holding a
gun to someone’s head, but I am sure that he
did that, and pulled the trigger, too. The cam-
era was pointing elsewhere, shutter opening and
closing on another murder of another Jew, done
by another man. But my Opa was no more
than a few paces away. (370-371)

Seiffert’s themes of guilt and responsibility are, as
in Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader (1997), repre-
sented from the perspective of perpetrators as well
as victims. The novel could be considered “revi-
sionist” in its emphasis on the sufferings of ordi-
nary Germans, rather than on the past crimes of
that nation, which are mostly only glimpsed in the
background. However, definitive interpretations
are discouraged by the style of the novel. By using
straightforward prose, unadorned by metaphor or
other imagery, and by writing in the present tense
throughout, Seiffert focuses on the trajectory of
individual lives. It is these human stories that
emerge as the novel’s main concern.
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Davies, Peter Ho (1966— ) British short
story writer and novelist

Davies is the author of two short story collections
and one novel. In his fiction he explores cultural
and familial gaps and fissures through a variety of
lenses, while his multifaceted background, along
with keen powers of observation and catholic sym-

pathies, make for a richly nuanced and compelling
style.

Davies was raised in England and spent his
summers in Wales. His mother was Malay-Chinese
and his father was Welsh, which caused him to
stand out in his hometown of Coventry. His father
was an engineer, and early on Davies followed in his
footsteps, earning a degree in physics at Cambridge
University. However, he shocked everyone by leav-
ing the sciences to earn a second degree, in English,
at Manchester University, and later an M.EA. in cre-
ative writing at Boston University. He has received
fellowships from the National Endowment for the
Arts and the Fine Arts Work Center in Provinc-
etown, Massachusetts, was named by Granta as one
of 20 “Best of Young British Novelists” in 2003, and
received a Guggenheim Award in 2004. He cur-
rently lives in the United States and directs the
graduate creative writing program at the University
of Michigan. Davies is married with one son.

The Ugliest House in the World, Davies’s first
collection, was published in 1998 and won the H.
L. Davis Oregon Book Award, the Mail on Sunday/
John Llewellyn Ryhs Prize, and the PEN/Macmillan
Silver Pen Award. The title story, which tells how a
child’s death affects a Welsh community, was first
anthologized in Best American Short Stories 1995
and has been compared to the work of preeminent
short-fiction authors Katherine Mansfield and
Raymond Carver (Hoggard, 1). The collection was
critically acclaimed for its distinctive style, its sen-
sitive observation of human nature, and its strong
evocation of place.

Davies’s second collection of stories, EQUAL
LOVE (2000), was named a New York Times Nota-
ble Book of the Year in 2000, and short-listed for
both the Los Angeles Times Book Prize (Fiction)
and the Asian American Literary Award. Davies
published the collection after moving to America,
a move imagined in the amusing “How to Be an
Expatriate,” and which both informs the cross-cul-
tural theme of “Everything You Can Remember in
30 Seconds Is Yours to Keep” and produces a broad,
subtle shift to American perspectives in many of
the stories. The stories are radically diverse in both
form and content, but unified by the collection’s
complex exploration of the relationship between
parents and children.



Demonology 91

Davies’s first novel, The Welsh Girl (2007), was
short-listed for the British Book Awards Richard
& Judy Best Read of the Year, and long-listed for
the 2007 Man Booker Prize. It is set in 1944 and
explores the intersection of three disparate lives
in northern Wales, those of a young country girl,
a German POW, and a German-Jewish captain.
As in many of his short stories, the theme of mul-
tiple identities and pluralistic backgrounds drives
the narrative. Davies was inspired to research and
write about 1940s Britain by trinkets on his Welsh
grandmother’s mantelpiece that he played with as
a child—a brass tobacco tin, an ashtray, a letter
opener—which had been made by prisoners of war
in Wales from old shell cases (Hoggard, 2). The
novel’s meticulous detail vividly evokes the period,
yet its themes of identity and barriers between peo-
ple transcend the time and speak eloquently to the
modern reader.

Davies’s style is notable for its seamless incor-
poration of a staggering range of voices and per-
spectives, with frequent displacements of time,
place, emotion, and character. Davies himself
expresses admiration for Flaubert’s capacity to
maintain stylistic continuity amid great narra-
tive diversity: “He was a writer who never wrote
the same book twice. I like that” (Chamberlin,
1). Anchored by a sure and straightforward style,
Davies’s work often explores raw relationships,
deeply embedded in the chaos and ambiguities
of ordinary life. “I think of both Vonnegut and
Hemingway as early writing teachers,” Davies
notes, and the seemingly awkward combination is
both illustrative of and a testament to his supple
and complex style.

Davies’s work invigorates age-old themes of
identity, love, and belonging, reimagining them in
contemporary contexts and challenging the reader
to confront them anew. Much of his fiction is
marked by a lingering sense of loss and melancholy,
yet is peppered with unexpected touches of humor,
and ultimately conveys an unmistakable if bitter-
sweet hope in humanity.

Davies’s background as a scientist also informs
his work, and in intriguing ways. As a child he was
an avid reader of “a lot of bad science fiction” and
claims that the single most influential book in his
life was Who Whites Science Fiction?” In an interview

with Jeremiah Chamberlin, Davies explains how he
discovered through this eminently pragmatic work
that writing was a “do-able human endeavor. These
writers weren't Gaulouise-smoking, beret-wearing
intellectuals. Many of them were engineers and sci-
entists like my father” (8). Moreover, the praxis of
science itself is profoundly evident in his approach
to fiction: “Working through a story is the extrapo-
lation of possibilities,” he notes, and these pos-
sibilities, imbued with compassion and hope, are
ultimately what his fiction serves to evoke.
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Demonology Rick Moody (2001)
Nearly every story in Rick Moody’s second col-
lection of short fiction, Demonology (2001), has a
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deathly or calamitous trajectory. As the eponymous
tale suggests, Moody’s stories form a catalogue of
monstrous possession. Though the (mostly) realist
stories deal only with metaphorical demons, char-
acters in Moody’s fiction continually grapple with
a vaguely defined sorrow until they are overtaken
by rage and self-loathing, sometimes erupting with
surprising violence. The short narratives, predomi-
nantly staged in modern suburbia, are studies in
the disorientation grief provokes, and together
they constitute a kind of anatomy of mourning in
late 20th-century America, with each working as a
“canto of loss” (110).

For much of his writing career, Moody has
been wedged stylistically between postmodernism’s
brazen ironists (William Gass, John Barth) and the
rejuvenated realists of whatever came after (Ray-
mond Carver, Richard Stone, Bobbie Ann Mason).
However, Moody’s fiction has always bridged
those two camps, striving for both estrangement
and verisimilitude. His tales of upper-middle-
class ennui often braid metafictional techniques
with the kaleidoscopic surfaces of popular culture.
Moody’s prose scours away cheap nostalgia to
reveal suburbanite psychologies utterly dependent
on the institutions (marriage, religion, corporat-
ism) that frustrate them. His characters are often
cooled idealists or snapping malcontents, yet their
disenchantment commonly plays out in the inte-
rior of the mind rather than in dialogic exchange.
Moody depicts the migration beyond an initial
(white) retreat from the city and into subdevelop-
ments, but the men and women of his fiction flee
even deeper, into the recesses of their minds, solip-
sistically sniping from the discomfort of tortured,
first-person narration. It is not enough to say that
Moody’s work fictionalizes suburban unrest. THE
ICE STORM, GARDEN STATE, and Demonology all
explore the difficulty of vocalizing sorrow at the
suburban interstice of the weird and the mundane.

Demonology’s first story, “The Mansion on the
Hill,” lays the foundation for many themes that
Moody returns to throughout the collection. Andy
Wakefield recounts the early days of his employ-
ment at an event-planning agency, Mansion on the
Hill. Armed with a name that has already prepared
readers for mourning (Wakefield), Andy confronts
death’s stalking reminder when the former fiancé

of his recently deceased sister rents the Mansion
for his upcoming wedding. Andy is wracked with
guilt over his sister’s fatal auto-accident, and the
first-person narrative is an extended meditation on
familial culpability. Moody deftly deconstructs the
wedding as “the high watermark of your American
life” by juxtaposing a ceremonial affirmation of life
with the nagging reminder of death (11). In fact,
Andy is so stunned that his former brother-in-
law-to-be could remarry less than a year after his
sister’s accident that he vows to disrupt the wed-
ding in the most sepulchral way possible. Dressed
in a chicken costume and toting an urn, Andy
flings his deceased sibling’s ashes onto the newly
married couple, the scene taking on a hallucina-
tory air such that Andy can no longer tell “what
was wedding and what was funeral” (46). Phe-
nomenological confusion of concepts, sounds, and
even identities functions as one of Moody’s most
insistent diagnoses of the late century. Characters
regularly misrecognize the meaning of words, until
language itself becomes suspect. For example, in
the compact story “Drawer,” a jilted man lambastes
his former lover for pretension. Their relationship
disintegrates in large part because of her preference
for complex diction (armoire, demitasse, taffeta)
over utilitarian words. The furniture object itself
becomes branded by so much ineffectual language
that, like the relationship it symbolizes, it can no
longer contain any meaning.

In “Ineluctable Modality of the Vaginal,”
theoretical jargon actually paralyzes one couple’s
relationship. Two academics grow so clinical in
their expressions of passion toward one another (at
one point sexual intimacy is replaced by a coffee
table genital exam) that romance and even basic
discourse alienates its speakers. Just like the con-
fusion of death and life in “The Mansion on the
Hill,” language baffles the characters in this story
such that words rip free of their referents and are
“always something else” (247). The woman and
man of the story speak through “hollow mouths,”
reciting rote intellectual positions in lieu of sup-
posedly authentic somatic reactions (258). In this
case, language is not an obfuscating symptom of
some disease, but rather the disease itself. This is
not the first time that Moody has treated language
as a malady. In The Ice Storm, Ben Hood wonders
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if “language and its insidious step-relative, senti-
ment” ravaged his mouth with canker sores (9).
In the titular story, “Demonology,” as the narrator
observes his sister suffering a horrific seizure on the
floor, he laments that “figurative language isn’t up
to the task” of rendering such tragedy (302). The
process of articulating anguish in Moody’s collec-
tion is less about agents controlling their words,
and more about being controlled by them, about
how those agents are infected or taken over by
speech. Moody’s central metaphor in Demonology
is a possessed griever afflicted by “the involuntary
assemblage of [memories] into language” (305). In
addition to “Demonology” and “The Mansion on
the Hill,” Moody revisits the atrophy of language
in the wake of a sibling’s death twice more in the
book. In “Forecast from the Retail Desk,” the nar-
rator, gifted with an ability to forecast the future,
wrestles with the implications of his prophecies.
He questions whether articulating his visions of the
future actually causes subsequent damage (“Did
language, when you petitioned with it, cause such
devastations. . . ?”), but his soothsaying is unable
to save his brother’s terminally ill son. In “Boys,”
two brothers are prematurely aged by their sister’s
battle with cancer, and left to drift as “ghostly
images of younger selves . . . boys as an absence of
boys” (244). The brothers fight bitterly as death
surrounds them, and by the story’s conclusion, they
have lost their ability to converse with one another
altogether. Interestingly, many of the stories in this
collection were written shortly after Moody’s own
sister died. Moody’s doubt that language can ade-
quately contour grief suggests that while narrative
(making words into temporal events) improves on
the deficiencies of imperfect speech, the stories of
Demonology are nevertheless imperfect dirges.
While Moody’s examination of the vocabulary
of grief is innovative, perhaps the most recogniz-
able feature of Demonology is one it borrows from
an early 20th-century realist. In a hilarious yet
respectful parody of Sherwood Anderson’s “The
Egg,” Moody invokes the “grotesque” in his story,
“The Double Zero,” a tale about an ostrich farm-
er’s ruination, steeped in Anderson’s contempt for
homogenization and the disintegration of small-
town industry. More important, the story relies on
Anderson’s penchant for depicting characters as

monstrous versions of their interiority. In Moody’s
version, pressures from chain restaurants and stingy
customers have warped the young narrator’s father
into an angry man. When an ostrich egg demon-
stration goes awry, the literal yolk on the father’s
face is Moody’s not-so-subtle reminder that eth-
nographic fiction like Anderson’s often renders its
subjects grotesque despite its sympathetic realism.
By the close of Demonology, Moody begins to
lurk in the shadows of his stories as a metafictional
participant, assembling variegated grief into a sub-
urban composite. His first novel appears as a sale
item in “Surplus Value Books: Catalogue Number
13.” Later, the author also folds himself into the
inclusive “We” voice of the catalogue peddling
“Willie Fahnstock, The Boxed Set,” a short story
culled entirely from three decades of song titles.
But despite overtures toward ironic distance in the
more experimental pieces, Moody’s narrators never
settle on smirking detachment as a means for heal-
ing emotional distress. Rather, Demonology’s great
lament is that language is so inadequate that it has
left subjects without either an idiosyncratic means
for expressing rage or a cohesive understanding of
what was lost in the first place. All that remains is
the questionable activity of cobbling together the
fragments of personal history. Moody suggests that
in the aftermath of postmodern irony, the author
figure acts as an archivist fomenting traumatic nat-
rative in the “convulsion of the imagination” (93).
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Desai, Kiran (1971— ) Indian novelist

Kiran Desai is the author of two novels, Hullaba-
loo in the Guava Orchard (1998) and The INHERI-
TANCE OF LOSS (2006). Her debut novel won her
the Betty Trask award in 1998, while her second
novel made her the youngest winner ever of the
Man Booker Prize, in 2006. The Inheritance of Loss
also won the National Book Critics Circle Fiction
Award (2007), and was short-listed for the British



94 Desai, Kiran

Book Awards Decibel Writer of the Year (2007),
the Kiriyama Pacific Rim Book Prize (2007), and
the Orange Prize for Fiction (2007).

Desai was born in 1971 in India, where she
lived until the age of 14, before moving to England.
She was educated in both England and the United
States, and currently divides her time between the
United States and India. She is the daughter of
accomplished Indian novelist Anita Desai, a three-
time Booker Prize nominee, who Desai claims to be
her greatest influence.

Desai’s first novel, Hullabaloo in the Guava
Orchard, assembles a host of colorful characters
from Shahkot, a small town of unspecified location,
although the suffix—kot is typical of west-central
India (Gujarat and Rajasthan). The main charac-
ter, Sampath, is a young, exceedingly unmotivated
post-office clerk who, after being fired for showing
his behind at his boss’s daughter’s wedding, decides
to abandon everything and everyone that keeps
him in Shahkot, and retire to a forest in order to
pursue his favorite pastime, day-dreaming. Against
his hopes and expectations, however, he is eventu-
ally followed into the woods by his family and the
rest of the town, who take him to be a wise seer for
his knowledge of the intimate details of their lives,
which he had gleaned from their correspondence
while an employee at the post office. The novel has
an unmistakably fabular quality, with no certain
time indicators, exaggerated personality traits and
behavior, and the most extraordinary events nar-
rated with an almost child-like naiveté reminiscent
of another Indian writer, R. K. Narayan.

Kiran Desai’s second novel, The Inheritance of
Loss, is as different from her first as could be imag-
ined: if Hullabaloo is built on gentle humor and
irony, it is a thoroughgoing skepticism that scaf-
folds the multiple locations and time frames con-
stituting the narrative of Inheritance. Although
set in the mid-1980s, pre- and postcolonial immi-
gration are never out of sight in the tale, which
revolves around a retired, Cambridge-educated
and excessively Anglophilic judge who rejects—
and is rejected by—all who surround him, be it in
England or India: his orphaned granddaughter who
must live with him in his chosen spot of reclusion
at the foothills of the Himalayas; their cook; and
his son, who works illegally in the restaurant kitch-

ens of Manhattan. Like most of the characters in
the novel, each of these is voluntarily or involun-
tarily displaced, either due to parental fiat (the
granddaughter), the exigencies of education and
profession (the judge), or the need to find means
of subsistence (the cook and his son).

The Inheritance of Loss is structured bitempo-
rally, articulated as much around the precolonial
desire for migration, spurred on by the lure of an
English education, as around the post-Indepen-
dence desire for the coveted green card and the
lure of prosperity that America represents. In
either case, departure represents the possibility of
escape. The novel weaves together a host of narra-
tive strands which take the reader back and forth
in time and space, from Kalimpong and Manhat-
tan in the present to Gujarat, Cambridge, and the
judge’s various postings in northern India in the
past. Borders and border crossings are only two of
the multiple dislocations in the novel, where the
old—never completely left behind—is always dis-
covered lurking in the recesses of memory, and
the new—never achieving the wholeness of the
past—is lived as a constant collision with barriers
(class and generation, privilege and dispossession,
defiance and subservience).

The Inheritance of Loss is a meditation on many
aspects of contemporary life, including questions of
(post-)imperialism and nationhood, race and eth-
nicity, multiculturalism, identity, class, moderniza-
tion and globalization, immigration and the plight
of illegal immigrants, the real and imagined bound-
aries around us and how we negotiate them, and
the impossibility of return.

The novel was critically acclaimed in the West,
but its reception in India was mixed: pride when
the Booker Prize was declared, followed by anger
and resentment at the depiction of locals. Indian
critics seem to have taken Ms. Desai’s skepticism
literally, accusing her of drawing an “insensitive,
one-dimensional, and racist” portrait of the people
of the region (Anmole Prasad, a local lawyer) or of
living in the colonial past (Hindustan Times). Thus,
the novel, which stages spaces of encounter, itself
becomes a space of encounter.

And here, for all their overt differences, sug-
gestive similarities begin to emerge between Desai’s
two novels. In both there is a fascination with bor-
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ders and the crossing of them; with what it means
to be home and away from home; with identity,
memory, and imagination in the face of such cross-
ings; and with the unstable but creative tension
between the individual and community in the con-
struction of meaning.
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Dew Breaker, The Edwidge Danticat (2004)
Writing about the Haitian-American experience,
EDWIDGE DANTICAT was the youngest, and the
first female, writer from the francophone country
to write and publish in English. Born in Port-au-
Prince, Haiti, in 1969, she immigrated to Brooklyn,
New York, in 1981 at the age of 12. Her first novel,
Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994), mesmerized literary
audiences, quickly establishing the narrative mer-
its and thematic significance of the young writer’s
voice; and she followed this with a collection of
short fiction, KRIK? KRAK! (1995), and a second
novel, The Farming of Bones (1998), broadening
her scope to a pan-Caribbean perspective.

In The Dew Breaker, Danticat merges the
narrative styles of these earlier works. As in
Krik?Krak!, she shapes the novel out of a series of
vignettes that here provide a sustained historical
commentary on the nature and effect of the Duva-

lier regimes, especially between 1967 and 2004,
when Haitian refugees underwent a painful oscil-
lation between immigration to the United States
in an effort to escape political oppression and pov-
erty, and return to their homeland in an attempt to
reconnect with lost familial roots.

Through vivid characters like Nadine (a regis-
tered nurse who cares for people who become mute
as a result of laryngectomies), Claude (a two-time
expatriate who returns to Haiti after being deported
from the United States for criminal activity), Dany
(an orphaned survivor whose parents were mur-
dered by the eponymous dew breaker), Ka (the dew
breaker’s American-born sculptor daughter), and
Aline Cajuste (an interning journalist for a Haitian
community paper), Danticat explores with uncom-
mon sensitivity and insight the private lives of sec-
ond-generation Haitian-Americans, examining the
hard-won, often fragile and unstable balance they
achieve between their American identities and the
tragic legacy of their Caribbean past.

Set against the complex and subtle struggle of
this second generation is the almost euphoric lib-
eration of Haitian emigrants who now enjoy eco-
nomic success and comfort in their new lives in
America; Mr. Bienaimé and his wife Anne own
their businesses, as a barber and hair stylist, and
rent rooms in their home to incoming transients
from Haiti; Beatrice Saint Fort is a retired seam-
stress who owns her own home in a quaint Brook-
lyn neighborhood. Commensurate, however, with
the exhilaration of their new found prosperity, is a
more acute and visceral memory of that which no
prosperity can assuage, the physical and emotional
trauma of their Haitian experience.

Shifting between life in Haiti during the
1960s and life in the United States today, The Dew
Breaker transports the reader into the freighted and
resonant lives of this community of Haitian-Amer-
icans. All are connected by the “dew breaker,” Mr.
Bienaimé, who in Haiti would arrive just at dawn
to set houses afire, arrest, torture, and kill inno-
cent Haitian civilians (the haunting term is a Cre-
ole byword for such brutality). He has immigrated
to New York with his wife, Anne, who tells their
daughter Ka, “You and me, we save him. When I
met him, it made him stop hurt the people” (25).
His arrival in America appears to offer him not
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merely freedom from his past, but redemption for
it. Adopting the name Bienaimé (from bien aimé or
“well beloved”), he seeks both, through his daugh-
ter as well as a host of increasingly disillusioned
relationships with other members of his American
community, his tenants, and barbershop clients.

In a striking and beautiful inversion on Dan-
dicat’s part, he names his daughter Ka, in his Egyp-
tian lexicon a word for the soul as “a double of the
body ... the body’s companion through life and
after life. It guides the body through the kingdom
of the dead”:

ka is like soul. ... In Haiti is what we call
good angel, ti bon anj. When you born, I
look at your face, I think, here is my ka, my
good angel.” (17)

In the novel’s opening story, “The Book of the
Dead,” we learn that she is a promising sculptor,
and her father, and especially her deluded belief
in his victimization, is the source of her inspira-
tion. He is her muse, her “single subject” (4), “the
prisoner father” who somehow has survived the
atrocities of the Tonton Macoute, the government-
sanctioned militia. The pressure of this shameful
disparity between his good angel’s imagined father
and the truth finally becomes intolerable, and the
old torturer casts into a pond her prized sculp-
ture, which, with the same brilliant inversion as
appeared in her naming, depicts him, who caused
so many scars, scarred and in prayer. At once a
confession through denial, and a remembrance
through forgetting, the act epitomizes the paradox
of Haitian-American experience, locked into an
almost dreamlike oscillation between unbearable
memory and unconscionable forgetting; and the
soul of Bienaimé, in being condemned to this per-
petual purgatory, is finally an object of pity.

Rather than center on this single protagonist,
however, for all his interest to us and symbolic
force in the novel, Dandicat weaves a skillful tap-
estry of intergenerational stories bearing witness to
a legacy of courage through suffering; and finally
lends a proud, even noble voice to a people often
thought of as mute victims.

In this novel, as in her other fiction, there
is life after tragedy, and redemption for the sins

of one’s past. History can be rewritten, even if it
should never be forgotten.
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Diaz, Junot (1968- ) Dominican-born

American novelist and short story writer

Diaz disappeared from the limelight for a decade
after the publication of his 1996 debut Drown, an
acclaimed 10-story collection that made “a huge
mainstream literary splash” (Santiago, 70). The
“beautifully crafted coming-of-age tales” (Jones,
El) earned the young Dominican American sev-
eral notable accolades, including a Guggenheim
fellowship and a six-figure, two-book contract. But
Diaz’s sudden success was not without attendant
difficulty: In his introduction to The Beacon Best of
2001, which he guest-edited, he admits that “For
the last couple of years [—a former five-pages-a-
day type guy—have not been able to write with any
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consistency” (vii). “It’s as if my writing has fallen
off a cliff. 'm not rehabilitated yet,” he lamented
in 2003 (Jones, E1).

Writer’s block notwithstanding, Dfaz finally
delivered, and his long-awaited first novel sur-
passed all expectations. Published in 2007, The
BRIEF WONDROUS LIFE OF OSCAR WAO captured
the National Book Critics Circle Award, the Pulit-
zer Prize in fiction, and a host of other honors. In
the words of New York Times book critic Michiko
Kakutani, Oscar Wao is

a wondrous, not-so-brief first novel that
is so original it can only be described as
Mario Vargas Llosa meets “Star Trek” meets
David Foster Wallace meets Kanye West. It
is funny, street-smart, and keenly observed,
and it unfolds from a comic portrait of a
second generation Dominican geek into a
harrowing meditation on public and private
history and the burdens of familial history.
An extraordinarily vibrant book that’s fu-
eled by adrenaline-powered prose, it’s con-
fidently steered through several decades of
history by a madcap, magpie voice that’s
equally at home talking about Tolkien and
[notorious Dominican dictator Rafael] Tru-
jillo, anime movies and ancient Dominican
curses, sexual shenanigans at Rutgers Uni-
versity and secret police raids in Santo Do-
mingo. (Kakutani, E1)

After immigrating to New Jersey at the age
of six, Dfaz divided his time between libraries and
street corners (each complementing the other),
and it is here that he began to cultivate the unself-
conscious mélange of book smarts and street cred
that would later distinguish his fiction. Following
a B.A. in literature at Rutgers, he completed an
M.EA. in writing at Cornell, where the majority
of Drown’s stories were composed. After obtaining
a tenure-track position at Syracuse University he
was induced to accept a professorship in creative
writing at MIT by author Anita Desai and is cur-
rently employed there.

With a sensibility fashioned from often vio-
lently opposing worlds—barrio calle and academia,
classic novel and space opera, magic realism and

Dungeons & Dragons, boxing ring and Modern
Language Association conferences, J. R. R. Tolkien
and Toni Morrison—Di{az celebrates his hybridity:
“[T]hat is the great multiplicity and diversity of life.
We too often prefer our comfortable slices rather
than the disorganized raucous pie. [ am who I am
because of those different parts” (Strauss, 14NJ6).
This “polymorphous multiculturalism” (Scott, 9)
is the most striking feature of Diaz's Oscar Wao,
which incorporates several stories in different time
frames, ranging from the old to the new New World
and from academic to idiomatic English, as well as
denotative Spanish and street Spanglish. In his first
novel, Diaz “shows impressive high-low dexterity,
flashing his geek credentials, his street wisdom and
his literary learning with equal panache” (Scott, 9).

Though Drown concludes with a glossary of
Spanish terms, Oscar Wao makes no such gesture
toward comforting its primarily Anglo readership;
indeed, like William Blake, Diaz makes a virtue of
unintelligibility. If a reader cannot grasp all of the
“fanboy stuff,” he asks during his talk at the 26th
Key West Literary Seminar, why should he or she
deem it de rigueur to understand all of the Span-
ish usages? “Art as your friend,” he makes clear, “is
not art.” Hence the intricate architecture of Oscar
Wao, which at first appears to have three main nar-
rators, integrating the first-person voice of literate
womanizer Yunior, who narrated most of Drown;
the second-person voice of Lola, obese and vit-
ginal sexy punk sister of Oscar; and the informed
footnote writer, whose candor, anger, and Sandra
Cisneros—inspired sense of social history seem to
distinguish him from Yunior. But despite meticu-
lous reports of Oscar’s fantasy reading and fiction
writing, we never hear the titular character’s voice.

Indeed, Oscar Wao, whose name is a Latino
version of Oscar Wilde, is gradually exiled from the
text. Though ostensibly a portrait of Oscar as a not-
so-young geek, the real focus of Oscar Wao shifts as
the story develops. Like a great number of Domini-
cans, including some of his own forebears, who are
“disappeared” during the 30-year Trujillo regime,
Oscar’s story begins, only to be silenced. In the Key
West seminar, Diaz belabors the “dangerous” fact
that “every story silences other stories,” and Oscar’s
is silenced by Yunior. Likable (he tells it like it is)
or insufferable (he too often tells it like it is), Yunior
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ultimately takes on shades of a grand manipulator.
Yet, like many in his place, he can neither surren-
der his control, nor resolve, even to his own satis-
faction, the threads of his narrative. For the last 20
pages he runs through a series of final titles, includ-
ing: “The Final Voyage,” “The Last Days of Oscar
Wao,” “The End of the Story,” “On a Super Final
Note,” and “The Final Letter.” But typically we are
never shown this final letter. Instead, Oscar’s last
words are themselves filtered through Yunior. Nor
are we shown the manuscript that the final letter
promises; instead, Yunior informs us that “the fuck-
ing thing never arrived!” (334).

Diaz’s ability to turn into narrative vast unrec-
onciled disparities is perhaps his most distinctive
trait as an author: he details how to capitalize on
young lust in Drown’s “How to Date a Browngitl,
Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie”; he describes “the
ruthless brutality” of Dominican life under Trujillo
“(also know as El Jefe, The Failed Cattle Thief, and
Fuckface)” in the footnotes of Oscar Wao (2); he
defends his inclusion of the proscribed “N-word,”
in both his crafted work and his casual conversa-
tion, in a Spanish-language interview (“Junot
Diaz”); he liberally, at times extravagantly, inter-
twines street argot (man, chill, fuck, shit, y'all)
and academic jargon (apparatchik, totality, praxis,
unintelligibility) in his Key West talk.

Moreover, Diaz’s uninflected authenticity
encourages readers to challenge dominant autho-
rial voices. Consider the problematic narration of
Oscar Wao: because narrator Yunior is a version of
author Junot, Diaz challenges his own authority as a
writer; and in his broader oeuvre, Diaz consistently
subverts the discourse of didactic pontificators.
He never holds forth with clear cohesion, logic,
or purpose. In the Key West talk, he stresses that
since he grew up “in the shadow of a dictatorship,”
he is wary of providing “the simplified narrative of
the dictator,” and he links this sense of dictatorship
to America’s post-9/11 incursion in Iraq, extend-
ing the analogy even to the logic of discourse itself:
“[E]very time we're in a story and we'’re not torn
out of it, we'll like go to war based on a rumor.”
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Dickey, Eric Jerome (1961- ) American
novelist and screenwriter

Eric Jerome Dickey is the author of more than
20 novels, of which 11 have been named to the
New York Times best seller list. He also wrote the
screenplay for the 1996 film Cappuccino. His most
popular novels, SISTER SISTER, Milk in My Coffee,
Genevieve, and Sleeping with Strangers, skillfully
explore relationships mired in conflict, and his
rich, diverse portrayal of African-American life has
established him as a pioneer of contemporary Afri-
can-American fiction.

Born in 1961, in Memphis, Tennessee, Dickey
took an unconventional path to becoming a best-
selling author. Evincing no interest in writing
or the arts, he pursued a career as an engineer,
enrolling at the University of Memphis (formerly
Memphis State University) immediately after high
school, and earned a degree in computer systems
technology in 1983. In college, he took a variety of
odd jobs ranging from an on-campus game-room
attendant to a Fed Ex delivery man, and after grad-
uating took a job with Rockwell (now Boeing) as a
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computer programmer and technical writer. After
being released from Rockwell because of cutbacks,
Dickey moved to California where he worked as an
actor, comedian, and short story writer, and took
creative writing classes at UCLA, his break coming
in 1996 when his first novel, Sister Sister, appeared.

[ts narrative offers a unique look at the experi-
ence of African-American women as it follows the
lives, loves, and conflicts of its three protagonists
Valerie, Inda, and Chiquita. The novel’s sensitiv-
ity and veracity were rewarded with considerable
popularity among African-American women, and
Dickey built on this popularity with works like
Thieves’ Paradise, focusing on African-American
men. The story of Dante, a 25-year-old ex-con
who has recently lost his job in the collapse of the
dot-com industry and is forced to return to a life
of crime to support himself, helped to extend Dick-
ey’s audience to the hip-hop generation and men.
As a contributing author to Gumbo: A Celebra-
tion of African-American Writing, released in 2002,
his work was placed alongside literary giants such
as Terry McMillan and E. Lynn Harris. Currently,
Dickey is penning a six-part Marvel Comics book
on Storm and Black Panther, two African-Ameri-
can X-Men (superheroes).

Although Dickey’s novels have been perceived
by some as little more than popular black erotica
because of their vivid sex scenes and promiscuous
characters, his work is in fact rich in social com-
mentary, in-depth character development, and
masterful use of location; and he remains true
to his roots as a traditional African-American
writer through his sensitive exploration of prob-
lems associated with African-American life, both
past and present. A figure such as Genevieve in
Dickey’s eponymous novel—who flees her tumul-
tuous upbringing and southern roots by changing
her name from LaKeisha Shauna Smith to Gen-
evieve (pronounced zhawn-vee-ev) Forbes (after
the magazine), then moves to California and gets
a Ph.D. from Pepperdine—is typical of his complex
and nuanced characterization. Moreover, he deftly
incorporates his urban settings as if they were
themselves characters, both physically and emo-
tionally tied to the lives of their inhabitants.

Given Dickey’s straightforward first-person
narratives, prolific output, and popularity, it is nat-

ural to compare him to Donald Goines, who also
wrote at an astonishing pace and remains widely
read; and while Dickey’s works lack the authen-
tic, gritty feel of a Goines novel, there are a host of
unmistakable affinities. Dickey has also been com-
pared to African-American female writers such as
Terry McMillan and Toni Morrison, and is credited
with being one of few contemporary male writers
to successfully write about women.

There can be no doubt that his move to Los
Angeles inspired Dickey’s writing, to the extent
that one is tempted to categorize his work as tra-
ditional urban fiction; but if so, the very notion
must be recast to include Dickey’s lively, eclectic,
and unstable fusion of gangster fiction, ghetto lore,
black pulp-fiction, and hip-hop, which raises race
and race culture above location.
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Doerr, Anthony (1973- ) American
novelist, short story writer, and memoirist
Anthony Doerr has published three books, The
SHELL COLLECTOR (2002), a short story collec-
tion; About Grace (2005), a novel; and Four Seasons
in Rome (2007), a nonfictional account of a year in
Italy. Doerr’s fiction is notable for its fascination
with nature, and for the author’s exacting, artful
portrayal of the natural world; his prose is particu-
larly impressive when he is describing water in its
many forms.

Themes of vision and visions dominate his
writing, and protagonists frequently have profes-
sional interests in the observation of nature, as
scientists, hunters, fishermen, gardeners or pho-
tographers. Many are on the run from their past,
or are placed in unfamiliar surroundings and
observed as they struggle to adapt. Doerr’s female
characters are often dreamy, distracted, depressed,
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or spiritually heightened; male characters are gen-
erally sensitive and vulnerable. His works dem-
onstrate ambivalence toward the capturing of
nature, even within the confines of writing: the
imagery of shells and fossils, for example, suggests
beautiful, petrified relics of something once alive.
Doerr tends to present an unromantic vision of
an uncaring world, albeit one embedded with the
miraculous. Were it not for his forgiving, almost
sentimental streak, Doerr’s outlook might be com-
pared with the bleak worldview of Thomas Hardy’s
later offerings; and Darwin and Copernicus would
appear to be as influential in his work as the great
fiction writers of the past and present.

Doerr was born in Cleveland, Ohio. As a
child, he was inspired to study the environment
by his family (his mother is a science teacher). On
family trips, the Doerr siblings would fill tennis-ball
cans with crustacea to examine at home, and find-
ing one of these cans two decades later inspired
Doerr to write his seminal story “The Shell Collec-
tor” (Blogcritics Magazine, 8 April 2007).

Doerr studied at Bowdoin College in Maine,
majoring in history, then pursued an M.EA. in
writing at Bowling Green State University. He
has lived in Alaska, New Zealand, Kenya, and the
Windward Islands in the Caribbean. Preauthorial
employment included working in a fish processing
plant, as a grill cook, and as a farmhand. He now
lives in Boise, Idaho, with his wife and two sons.

His first book, The Shell Collector, brought
together the short stories Doerr had published
separately in magazines including Atlantic Monthly
and the Paris Review. Although each is idiosyn-
cratic and separate, the eight stories can be divided
into four broad thematic groups, with some fitting
more than one category: those about unusual or
unsettled women; those involving fishing, the sea
and similar topics; stories partly set in Africa; and
those that explore the inexplicable.

The reticent shell collector of the title story
(one of three stand-outs in the collection), is blind.
However, he understands the Kenyan coastal envi-
ronment and culture far better than the interlop-
ers, who swamp his solitude after he finds a deadly
poisonous cone snail that is discovered to have
curative powers. In “The Caretaker,” a man who
has fled atrocities in Liberia finds his way to Amer-

ica, where he is released from his mental suffering
when a school of whales washes up on a nearby
beach. Burying their hearts, and planting seeds in
the soil above them, he finds a path toward some
kind of redemption. The protagonist of “Mkondo”
hails from Tanzania. She leads an American fossil
expert through the jungle, thrilling him with her
vitality. Once their courtship is over, however, he
takes her to Ohio, where her life-force steadily
deserts her. Only when she recognizes and devel-
ops her talent as a photographer can she feel alive
again. “How to render three dimensions in two,
the world in planar spaces,” her instructor notes,
is “the central challenge for every artist” (208). In
these three stories, Doerr is at his best as an artist:
like Naima, he can seem to capture life as it is; like
Joseph the Libyan, he can create something beauti-
ful from unpromising material; like the shell collec-
tor, he has both an instinctive and a learned grasp
of small, perfectly formed objects like shells and, in
Doerr’s case, short stories.

Doerr’s next work was the novel About Grace.
Its protagonist, David Winkler, is a hydrologist,
and his occupation allows Doerr to refract his
natural observations through similarly expert eyes.
However, the tale’s drama arises from Winkler’s
supernatural gift, an ability to see the future. He
becomes tormented by dreams that his daughter,
Grace, will drown in the basement of their house
during a flood. As the rain comes down and the
river rises, Winkler wretchedly decides the only
way to save his daughter’s life is to flee alone.
Somehow, and somewhat tenuously, he ends up in
the Caribbean. Here he must build life anew, but
(fortunately for the reader) surrounded by fresh
panoramas for Doerr to examine beneath the lens
of his prose. Eventually, Winkler can stand his
uncertainty and guilt no longer, and returns to dis-
cover whether Grace survived the flood.

Three years in the making, About Grace was
inspired by a series of snowflake photographs fea-
tured in Wilson Bentley’s book, Snow Crystals.
Most critics praised the novel—it was the Washing-
ton Post’s book of the year—but some deemed its
narrative ponderous and overlong.

The American Academy of Arts and Letters
was impressed enough to award Doerr a yearlong
sabbatical in Rome with his wife and newborn
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twins. There Doerr intended to write a second
novel, set in World War II France; but during his
stay he kept a notebook and wrote letter-from-
Rome-style articles for the online magazine www.
themorningnews.org. Faced with insomnia, the
demands of parenting, and the overwhelming
nature of Italy’s capital, Doerr finally only pub-
lished revised drafts of these rather unoriginal
observations instead of the unforthcoming novel:
he notes that Rome is both exhausting and exhila-
rating; that Italians eat well and love children; that
the pope’s funeral was a major international event.
His short story “Village 113,” which he also wrote
in Rome (published in Tin House and the O. Henry
collection in 2008), was far superior to his travel
notes.

Doerr is currently working on his World War II
novel. His short story “Procreate, Generate,” about
a couple’s attempts to conceive, was featured in
Granta 97: Best of Young American Nowelists 2. He
also writes a column on science books for the Bos-
ton Globe.

Doerr’s accolade-to-book ratio is impressive.
He has won three O. Henry Prizes for his short
stories, the 2002 Barnes & Noble Discover Prize,
the Ohioana Book Award (twice), the New York
Public Library Young Lions Fiction Award, and the
Outstanding Book of 2003 Award from the Ameri-
can Library Foundation. He was awarded a grant
from the National Endowment for the Arts, and
the Hodder Fellowship from Princeton University.
Granta named him one of the best young Ameri-
can novelists in 2007.
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Dress Lodger, The Sheri Holman (2000)

SHERI HOLMAN’s second novel, The Dress Lodger
illustrates Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli’s
description of Victorian England as two nations,

the rich and the poor, “between whom there is no
intercourse and no sympathy; who are as ignorant
of each other’s habits, thoughts, and feelings, as
if they were dwellers in different zones, or inhab-
itants of different planets.” Holman, however,
while showing their ignorance of one another, also
depicts the social intercourse between the two
social classes.

Set amid the intersecting worlds in the port
city of Sunderland, the book weaves tales of the
first cholera outbreak in Britain, the practice of
“resurrecting” cadavers for anatomical study, and
the plight of a cast of memorable characters as
eccentric and grotesque as those in any Dickens
novel. Both authors construct complicated plots
full of chance occurrences, but Dickens under-
scores his works with a strong code of moral behav-
ior and a sense that right will out. In Holman’s
world, as protagonist Gustine puts it, “Good and
Evil are opposite points on a circle. ... Greater
Good is just halfway back to Bad.”

Gustine, a 15-year-old mother and the “dress
lodger,” is exploited by both the poor and the
wealthy in Sunderland. Wise beyond her years,
and victim of the unjust social system, Gustine
has worked by day as a potter’s assistant since the
age of nine, carrying heavy loads of clay to the
potter at the wheel. She lives in a boardinghouse
with the owner, his daughter Pink, and about 30
other boarders. It is her landlord, Whilky, who
makes Gustine his “dress lodger,” a prostitute who
walks the streets at night in an expensive dress to
attract a better-paying clientele. The “cool blind-
ing blue” dress Gustine wears is too valuable for
her to be trusted with it, so Whilky hires another
boarder, an old woman with only one eye, to fol-
low Gustine through the streets to protect his
investment.

The struggle of the poor, and the willingness
of the powerful to exploit them, is a central theme
of the work. Holman ties Gustine’s story into
England’s larger social history of class oppression
and into the practice of “burking” or grave robbing
to obtain cadavers for medical research. Gustine’s
unnamed child was born with the rare condition
of ectopia cordis, the heart outside the chest cav-
ity. Gustine chances upon the inebriated Dr. Henry
Chiver one night, and he reveals his obsession with
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learning about the heart and his need for cadav-
ers. She pledges to help him, thinking he will offer
hope for her son.

Henry, however, is a member of the upper
class; and although he will avail himself of Gus-
tine’s help in finding cadavers, and will himself
use her body, he remains “ignorant of ... [her]
habits, thoughts, and feelings.” When he takes
Gustine on a picnic, for example, he thought-
lessly tosses out leftover food that “would have
made soup for a week” for Gustine and her child.
Henry has no compunction about asking Gustine
to sell her child to him for study, but when she
suggests that she might move into the house as a
servant and be near her son, Henry is appalled.
He cannot even consider “having her in the same
house with Audrey,” his fiancé. Henry’s attitude
toward women is typically Victorian. While he
frequents prostitutes, he is acutely uncomfortable
with what he sees as the impropriety of entering
the pink and white bedroom of his fiancé. He has
no qualms about placing Gustine in grave danger
but is distressed when Audrey is exposed to vul-
gar words on the street. Henry does, however,
expect both women to submit to his authority,
becoming angry with Audrey because she “will-
fully disobeyed” him, and refusing to take no for
an answer from Gustine.

Audrey herself represents another kind of
exploitation of the poor. Although basically kind,
and with the means to help others, she is deluded
in her belief that her visits to the slums with gifts
of blankets and darned stockings are actually mak-
ing a difference in the lives of the poor. She enters
the homes, sits with the sick, and asks Henry to
help, but never grasps the vast divide between her
life circumstances and those of the poor. When
she sees Gustine’s baby with his exposed heart,
she sends him the gift of an expensive white chris-
tening gown. Ultimately, her largesse and charity
only result in a heightened sense of her own com-
placency and goodness, and not in any material
improvement in the plight of those she seeks to
serve. Her attitude is exemplified in her description
of Pink, Whilky’s daughter, whom Audrey plans
to rescue. Pink is the “little charity case” who has
“been raised like a heathen, and lives among the
lowest of the low; but ... [I] hope to do a bit of

good,” Audrey says to Gustine, who lives in the
same conditions as the child.

Like Dickens, Holman evokes a rich and var-
ied cast of minor characters but with a peculiarly
modern edge. Landlord Whilky is as much an
abuser of the poor as are the wealthy. The lodging
he provides is a windowless, cheerless room where
30 people sleep on straw, if they are willing to pay
for it. He treats his rat-killing ferret with more love
than he does his own daughter, and will do any-
thing to increase his profits. Nevertheless, Whilky
is a leader in the community and, ironically, one of
the most outspoken critics of the oppression of the
poor. His ferret has a human name, Mike, and his
daughter is called Pink. Eye is the strange woman
whose relationship with Gustine begins as jailer
and protector, but evolves into something more.
The matchstick painter Fos is so named because
she “glows in the dark” as a result of her prolonged
exposure to phosphorus.

Holman’s choice of narrative viewpoint is one
of the most intriguing aspects of the novel. The
collective narrators move in and out of their tale,
addressing characters, speaking directly to “Dear
Reader,” and even discussing the choices an author
makes when writing a story. It is not until near the
end that their identity becomes clear. Functioning
much like a Greek chorus, these gathered dead,
“those who have been stolen as long as doctors
have been questioning,” present part of the Grand
Narration, and lead readers, and Dr. Henry Chiver,
to look at “the human face of resurrection.”
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Drinking Coffee Elsewhere Z.Z. Packer
(2003)

The final tale in Z. Z. PACKER’s first short story col-
lection ends with the protagonist admiring the sky:
“the world was cold around her, moving toward
dark, but not dark yet. . . . The sky had just turned
her favorite shade of barely lit blue, the kind that
came to windows when you couldn’t get back to
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sleep but couldn’t quite pry yourself awake” (265).
Almost all of Packer’s characters exist in a liminal
space such as this, teetering between two worlds,
not quite anywhere yet. Although all of the protag-
onists in the stories are black and most are female,
they each straddle very separate worlds. Dina, the
main character in the title story, is torn between
a poor community in Baltimore, where reading is
“antisocial” because “it meant you'd rather submit
to the words of some white dude than shoot the
breeze with your neighbors” (132), and Yale, where
most of the black people are “from New York and
tried hard to pretend they hadn’t gone to prep
schools” (121). Dina’s superficial resentment of
both worlds hides her dire longing to find a home
in each. She quells this longing temporarily by
entering a romantic friendship with a white, over-
weight, jazz-loving misfit named Heidi. Although
the two bond over ramen, records, and cafeteria
duty, their unlikely relationship is challenged when
Heidi comes out publicly. Because Dina sees her
world as polarized: black/white, gay/straight, rich/
poor, educated/illiterate, she cannot, ultimately,
identify as anything.

The worlds of “Speaking in Tongues” are
equally polarized. Tia, the protagonist, is trapped
in a world of evangelical clarity, a community that
has no room for her jokes about Jesus or questions
regarding her absent mother. So Tia, dressed in a
long skirt and white blouse, and armed with her
clarinet and 44 dollars, makes her way to Atlanta
in search of her addict mother. When the search
proves fruitless, Tia accepts the kindness, money,
and affections of a hustler named Dezi. Although
Dezi is seductive and manipulative, Tia is not easily
swayed from her sense of moral correctness. Inter-
nal conflict arises for Tia when survival makes the
“right” decisions impossible. When she first arrives
in Atlanta, for instance, she searches for a place
to spend the night. Finding the hotels and motels
too expensive and the YMCA full, Tia walks to a
wealthy neighborhood and breaks into an unlocked
car—a decision she knows is wrong but also neces-
sary. Ultimately, 14-year-old Tia and 30-something
Dezi engage in a sufficiently awkward romantic
interlude. Tia's morals get the best of her, how-
ever, and she pushes Dezi away before the moment
reaches its crisis. Ironically, the real crisis comes for

Tia the following morning when, innocent of the
workings of her own body, she mistakes signs of
her own arousal (from the previous night) as evi-
dence that Dezi has raped her. The symbolism here
is clear: Tia is unable to distinguish between her
desire and a man’s ill intentions. The line demar-
cated in the worship services of her youth is clearly
not so easily identified.

Although the tension in many of the stories is
in a general way similar, the endings of the stories
are vastly different. Viewed as a whole, the collec-
tion serves to illuminate a myriad of tenuous but
possible solutions to the problem of polarized iden-
tity. In some instances, Packer’s characters make a
clear choice to return to the world they feel most
comfortable inhabiting; either a choice of cow-
ardice or an attempt to integrate new knowledge
into old understandings. Other stories offer end-
ings in which the protagonist makes the choice
to immerse herself fully in a new world—be that
a romantic relationship or prostitution. Typical of
short stories, however, the success of these deci-
sions is unknown. Some characters we feel will fare
better than others; however, because Packer’s pro-
tagonists are young, smart, and often wildly funny,
there is generally the sense that these choices are
not conclusive but rather points along a larger tra-
jectory. As a result, the stories are imbued with an
inalienable and infectious sense of hope, enriched
and complicated by the weighty issues of identity,
race, and familial tension that their protagonists
face.

A critic from the New York Times Book Review
claimed that Packer’s writing is “the old-time reli-
gion of storytelling” (Thompson 7). Indeed, Pack-
er’s prose is clean and straightforward. Her humor
is engaging and matter-of-fact, as in the opening
line of “Brownies”: “By our second day at Camp
Crescendo, the girls in my Brownie troop had
decided to kick the asses of each and every girl in
Brownie Troop 909” (1). As reviewers have pointed
out, Packer’s attention to the effects of economic
and racial claims on the lives of her characters is
reminiscent of writers such as Zadie Smith, Toni
Morrison, and Flannery O’Connor. More spe-
cifically, her focus tends to rest on young Afri-
can-American women coming of age uneasily in
a white-dominated world. However, although her
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tales confront issues of race in subtle and complex
ways, to focus only on the racial tension in the sto-
ries is to misrepresent the scope of Packer’s work.
As Jean Thompson suggests in her Times review,
this book is ultimately about the “struggle for the
self to make its presence felt in the world. . ..
Throughout the book, the obstacles to achieving
identity are more complicated than the obvious
ones, such as our grievous racial history. Charac-
ters are squeezed between competing assumptions
and proscriptions, both societal and familial” (7).
Indeed, the “elsewhere” these characters inhabit is
not easily defined; Packer encourages us to reside,
at least for a time, along with her protagonists in
that shade of blue between waking and sleeping,
“moving toward dark, but not dark yet.”
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Due, Tananarive (1966— ) American
novelist and short story writer
Tananarive Due is perhaps the most successful of
the growing number of African-American women
writing speculative fiction. She is the author of six
novels and several short stories of “supernatural
suspense” (“My Characters” 699), all of which are
set in the context of a broad history and middle-
class life that are distinctively African-American.
She is best known for her “African Immortals” tril-
ogy: My Soul to Keep (1997); The LIVING BLOOD
(2001), winner of an American Book Award; and
Blood Colony (2008). Other novels by the author
include The Between (1995), in which a man dis-
covers that his grandmother has granted him the
ability to cheat death; The Good House (2003), in
which a family is cursed by their grandmother’s
vengeful misuse of magic; and Joplin’s Ghost (2005),
in which a struggling musician’s career is shaped by
her relationship with the eponymous ghost.

In My Soul to Keep, Jessica Jacobs-Wolde dis-
covers that her husband Dawit is part of an Ethi-

opian brotherhood of immortals that possesses
Christ’s blood, and that he commits murder to
protect their secret. He makes the pregnant Jes-
sica immortal against her will. Parent-child rela-
tionships are central to The Living Blood, in which
Jessica uses the blood to cure children in South
Africa and Botswana of AIDS, cancer, and other
diseases. She tries to teach her daughter Fana the
appropriate use of her inherited supernatural pow-
ers before evil forces can corrupt her. In Blood Col-
ony, the unique blood has appeared on the black
market, and Fana is threatened by a group of Ital-
ian immortals.

The Black Rose (2000), a fictional biogra-
phy of Madam C. ]. Walker, was written using the
research of Roots author, the late Alex Haley. The
nonfiction memoir Freedom in the Family: A Mother-
Daughter Memoir of the Fight for Civil Rights (2003),
was written with Due’s mother, Patricia Stephens
Due. Due wrote the detective novels Casanegra
(2007) and In the Night of the Heat (2009) in col-
laboration with her husband, the science-fiction
writer Steven Barnes, and Blair Underwood. Due
also contributed a chapter to Naked Came the
Manatee (1996), a detective farce; and in 1999
she used the proceeds from that work to fund a
$10,000 scholarship in honor of her parents at
Florida A&M University.

Due was born in Tallahassee Florida, the
daughter of two civil rights activists, who taught
her “a long view of history” (“Immortals Ris-
ing”), and she grew up in suburbs that were pre-
dominantly white. Her mother spent seven weeks
in jail in 1960 after participating in a sit-in at a
Woolworth’s lunch counter. In high school, Due
won several awards for oratory, playwriting, and
essay writing at the Afro-American Cultural, Tech-
nological and Scientific Olympics. She graduated
from Northwestern University’s Medill School of
Journalism in 1987, where she also took several
creative writing workshops. She then attended
the University of Leeds as a Rotary Founda-
tion Scholar, graduating in 1988 after writing her
English master’s thesis on African literary represen-
tations of the Nigerian civil war. After an intern-
ship, Due worked as a columnist and feature writer
at the Miami Herald through the 1990s, covering
such issues as the impact of Hurricane Andrew on
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children. She has taught seminars and workshops
at the University of Miami, and at Cleveland State,
Howard, and Michigan State Universities. She
married Steven Barnes in 1998 and spent several
years living in Longview, Washington. She now
lives in Southern California, where she teaches
creative writing in the Antioch University M.EA.
program in Los Angeles, and where she remains a
diehard Miami Dolphins football fan.

Due played keyboards and sang backup vocals
in Stephen King’s band, the Rock Bottom Remain-
ders, and cites King’s influence as the most clearly
evident in her work (“My Characters” 696). She
also credits her 1992 Miami Herald interview with
Anne Rice as inspiring her to pursue speculative
fiction in spite of the lack of respect it receives
(“My Characters” 701). Her other literary influ-
ences include Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor, Toni
Morrison and, later in Due’s career, Octavia E.
Butler, with whom she is often compared. Due
credits the success of Terry McMillan’s novel Wait-
ing to Exhale (1992) with proving the existence of
a market for commercial black fiction such as her
own (Interview, CNN Sunday Momning).

Due has often asserted that, like Butler and
Rice, she writes about universal themes, albeit
from a perspective particular to the black diaspora
(Interview, Hood, 158), and that her consider-
ation of black themes takes precedence over her
interests in gender issues and in supernatural fic-
tion. Her work is broadly comparable to King’s in
its treatment of the explosive intrusion of fear into
middle-class comfort, and to Rice’s in its treatment
of the implications of immortality. It also bears
comparison with fiction that blurs the boundar-
ies between the white western gothic that firmly
divides reason and superstition, and the folkloric,
which does not, such as Morrison’s Beloved (1987)
and A. A. Carr’s Eye Killers (1995). Due’s insis-
tence that seemingly remote family and cultural
history has a direct bearing on the present is com-
parable to the treatment of histories in Butler’s The
Kindred (1979), Walker’s The Color Purple (1970),
and Beloved. Due’s The Living Blood in particular
has been likened to Beloved, as well as to the work
of Nalo Hopkinson, in its suggestion that “racism,
sexism, hierarchical oppression, and violence [can
be] overthrown through parental and commu-

nity love” (Wisker 85). Such love can also impose
proper restraints on the use of power (Mohanraj).

Among the most consistent themes in Due’s
work is the responsibility that comes with signifi-
cant power of any sort. Key territories for explora-
tion in this area include responsibility to children
and descendants, including, in the case of The
Living Blood, very distant descendants (284-285);
the importance of a sophisticated and far-reach-
ing knowledge of black history—and of family
history as well—to any understanding of contem-
porary African-American life; and the rejection of
fear-driven uses of power in favor of humanitarian
ones.

Bibliography

Due, Tananarive. The Between. New York: HarperCol-
lins, 1995.

. The Black Rose. New York: Ballantine, 2000.

. Blood Colony. New York: Atria, 2008.

Due, Tananarive, and Patricia Stephens Due. Freedom in
the Family: A Mother-Daughter Memoir of the Fight
for Civil Rights. New York: Ballantine, 2003.

. The Good House. New York: Atria, 2003.

. “Immortals Rising.” Tananarive Due’s Reading

Circle. Available online. URL: http://tananarive-

due.blogspot.com/. Accessed June 10, 2008.

. Interview. By Stacia Kane. The League of

Reluctant Adults. February 16, 2008. Available

online. URL: http://www.leagueofreluctantadults.

com/2008/02/interview-tananarive-due-american-

book.html. Accessed June 10, 2008.

. Interview. By Yolanda Hood. FEMSPEC 6, no.

1 (2005): 155-164.

. Interview. CNN Sunday Morning. 30 October

2005. Available online. URL: http://tananarivedue.

com/Interviews.htm. Accessed June 10, 2008.

. In the Night of the Heat. New York: Atria, 2008.

. Joplin’s Ghost. New York: Atria, 2005.

. The Living Blood. New York: Simon & Schuster,

2001.

. “My Characters Are Teaching Me to Be

Strong.” By Dianne Glave. African American Review

38 (2004): 695-705.

. My Soul to Keep. New York: HarperCollins,
1997.

Due, Tananarive, et al. Naked Came the Manatee. New
York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1996.




106 Due, Tananarive

Due, Tananarive, Steven Barnes, and Blair Underwood.
Casanegra. New York: Atria, 2007.

Mohanraj, Mary Anne. “Power Dynamics in the Novels
of Tananarive Due.” Strange Horizons. Available
online. URL: http://www.strangehorizons.com/2002
/20020520/tananarive.shtml. Accessed June 10,
2008.

Tananarive Due.com Edited by Tananarive Due. June
2008. Available online. URL: tananarivedue.com.
Accessed June 10, 2008.

Wisker, Gina. “‘Your Buried Ghosts Have a Way of
Tripping You Up’: Revisioning and Mothering in
African-American and Afro-Caribbean Women’s
Speculative Horror.” FEMSPEC 6, no. 1 (2005):
71-86.

—Alex Link



Eberstadt, Fernanda (1960- ) American
novelist

Fernanda Eberstadt is the critically acclaimed
author of four works of fiction, Low Tide, ISAAC
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