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MAESTROS John Adams on Wagner; 
Jeremy Denk on Chopin

DOES POVERTY CAUSE VIOLENCE? The 
costs of social neglect

RED VS. BLUE Political tribalism in 
‘Republic of Wrath’

“SUCCESS WAS a matter of perspective,” says
one of the narrators in Phil Klay’s superb
story collection “Redeployment” (2014). “In
Iraq it had to be. There was no Omaha Beach,
no Vicksburg Campaign, not even an Alamo to
signal a clear defeat. The closest we’d come
were those toppled Saddam statues.” Remi-
niscent of the hard-earned and spare-worded
wisdom of Tim O’Brien’s “The Things They
Carried,” the collection details the ways in

which war has changed over the decades.
Vietnam pops up as a source of ironic nostal-
gia, but the book is unwavering, even punish-
ing, in its examination of modern warfare and
the ethics of American intervention.

In “Missionaries,” Klay’s first novel, the
same questions are taken a step further.
Lisette, an American journalist as jaded as
she is well-meaning, spends her time back
from Afghanistan wondering where she
should go next and eventually comes up with
an idea: “any wars right now where we’re not
losing.” Why, then, does she end up in Co-
lombia? Doesn’t she know success is a matter
of perspective?

Klay’s understanding of Colombia, the main
theater of war in “Missionaries,” is the chief
source of admiration for this reviewer. There 

Forever
War
By Juan Gabriel Vásquez

CONTINUED ON PAGE 20ALEXANDER HARRISON

MISSIONARIES
By Phil Klay

407 pp. Penguin Press. $28.



2 S U N DAY , O C TO B E R 1 8 , 2 0 2 0

EXPERIENCE THE MAGIC

LIKE NEVER BEFORE!

A must-have edition for Harry Potter fans of all ages!

scholastic.com/harrypotterbooksMINALIMA
Designed and Illustrated By

This stunning new 

edition features full-color 

illustrations and eight, 

interactive paper craft 

elements. 

Open Harry’s Hogwarts 

letter, reveal the magical 

entryway to Diagon Alley, 

and spin Dumbledore’s 

pocket watch.

Wizarding World characters, names, and related indicia are TM and © Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc. Wizarding World Publishing Rights © J.K. Rowling. Art and design by MinaLima © 2020 by Scholastic Inc.

A must-have edition for Harry Potter fans 

ThTh

editionedition

illustrillustr

interaintera

Open HOpen H

letter, reletter, re

entrywayentryway

and spiand spi

pocpoc



T H E N E W Y O R K T I M E S B O O K R E V I E W 3

TO SUBSCRIBE to the Book Review by mail, visit nytimes.com/getbookreview or call 1-800-631-2580

Book Review OCTOBER 18, 2020

Fiction
1 MISSIONARIES

By Phil Klay
Reviewed by Juan Gabriel
Vásquez

10 THE BUTTERFLY
LAMPSHADE
By Aimee Bender
Reviewed by 
Kevin Brockmeier

11 Romance
Reviewed by Olivia Waite

26 The Shortlist
Y.A. Crossover
Reviewed by 
Jennifer Harlan

Nonfiction
9 THE FOLLY AND THE GLORY

America, Russia, and
Political Warfare,
1945-2020
By Tim Weiner
Reviewed by Rajan Menon

12 A PECULIAR INDIFFERENCE
The Neglected Toll of
Violence on Black America
By Elliott Currie
Reviewed by Khalil Gibran
Muhammad

13 REPUBLIC OF WRATH
How American Politics
Turned Tribal, From George
Washington to Donald
Trump
By James A. Morone
Reviewed by Jia Lynn Yang

14 WAGNERISM
Art and Politics in the
Shadow of Music
By Alex Ross
Reviewed by John Adams

15 CHASING CHOPIN
A Musical Journey Across
Three Centuries, Four
Countries, and a
Half-Dozen Revolutions
By Annik LaFarge
Reviewed by Jeremy Denk

16 HAVING AND BEING HAD
By Eula Biss
Reviewed by Lauren Oyler

17 ONE BILLION AMERICANS
The Case for Thinking
Bigger
By Matthew Yglesias
Reviewed by Felix Salmon

18 THE SECRET LIFE OF
GROCERIES
The Dark Miracle of the
American Supermarket
By Benjamin Lorr
Reviewed by 
Nick Summers

18 CITY AT THE EDGE OF
FOREVER
Los Angeles Reimagined
By Peter Lunenfeld
Reviewed by David Kipen

19 MILL TOWN
Reckoning With What
Remains
By Kerri Arsenault
Reviewed by Emily Cooke

21 GOD’S SHADOW
Sultan Selim, His Ottoman
Empire, and the Making of
the Modern World
By Alan Mikhail
Reviewed by Ian Morris

Children’s Books
22 BREAKING THE NEWS

What’s Real, What’s Not,
and Why the Difference
Matters
By Robin Terry Brown 

GUARDIANS OF LIBERTY
Freedom of the Press and
the Nature of News
By Linda Barrett Osborne
Reviewed by Marc Tracy 

22 THE TALK
Conversations About Race,
Love & Truth
Edited by Wade Hudson
and Cheryl Willis Hudson 

THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON
STEREOTYPES
How Science Is Tackling
Unconscious Bias
By Tanya Lloyd Kyi
Illustrated by 
Drew Shannon
Reviewed by Abby 
McGanney Nolan

Features
8 By the Book

Claire Messud

27 The Literati
By Edward Sorel

Etc.
4 New & Noteworthy

6 Letters

23 Best-Seller Lists

23 Editors’ Choice

24 Inside the List

24 Paperback Row

“A searing, honest, and
essential read for anyone
who wishes to know how

we got here, and how
we might escape.”*

“THIS IS SUCH A TIMELY BOOK,
delivered into our hands at precisely

the moment when we are reckoning with
the cruel legacies of racism and inequality

in a manner we never have before.”
—TOPEFOLARIN,*AUTHOROFAPARTICULARKINDOFBLACKMAN

A POWERFUL LESSON
IN HISTORY AND TRUTH

…A combination of poignant memoir
and social and cultural analysis.”

—KIRKUSREVIEWS (STARREDREVIEW)

“
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THE PURPOSE OF POWER: HOW WE COME TOGETHER WHEN

WE FALL APART, by Alicia Garza, read by the au-
thor. (Random House Audio.) The co-creator
of the Black Lives Matter movement shares
the lessons she’s learned — about activism
and civil rights — the hard way.

ALL RISE, by Nick Offerman, read by the author.
(Penguin Audio.) In this audiobook original,
adapted from a stage show whose run was cut
short by the coronavirus pandemic, a star of
“Parks and Recreation” performs a humorous
mix of self-help speech, songs and stand-up
comedy.

BIG SUR, by Jack Kerouac, read by Ethan
Hawke. (Penguin Audio.) The “Good Lord
Bird” actor revives the autofictional novel
that Kerouac wrote in 10 days in 1961, about
the time he spent at a California cabin belong-
ing to his friend and fellow Beat writer
Lawrence Ferlinghetti.

IS THIS ANYTHING? by Jerry Seinfeld, read by the
author. (Simon & Schuster Audio.) The co-
median recalls his life and career through se-
lected bits of his favorite jokes and material
over the course of 45 years, from stand-up to
sitcom.

ELI’S PROMISE, by Ronald H. Balson, read by Fred
Berman. (Macmillan Audio.) This historical
novel traces a young Polish-Jewish family
from displacement to their new life in Amer-
ica.

Edward Ball’s SLAVES IN THE FAMILY won the 1998
National Book Award for nonfiction. Somehow,
I had never picked it up, but as protests over the
killing of George Floyd coincided with Ball’s
new book (“Life of a Klansman,” a history of his
family’s racism), I rectified that. “Slaves in the
Family” chronicles the Ball family’s rice planta-
tions: Starting in 1698, the family eventually held thousands of
acres in South Carolina — and the slaves who worked them.

The book is remarkable for the clarity of its mission. “I decided I
would make an effort, however inadequate and personal, to face
the plantations, to reckon with them rather than ignore their reali-
ties,” Ball writes. Even more remarkable is the grace of the people
he encounters. At one point he is sitting with a woman named Car-
olyn Smalls Goodson, likely a descendant of Ball’s great-great-
grandfather, talking about their lineage. “The only thing that can
cure what happened,” she says, “is for us to administer love.”

—AMY VIRSHUP, EDITOR, TRAVEL AND AT HOME

New & Noteworthy / Audio
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the book presents “a stark
choice: Hold onto white Christi-
anity or hold onto Jesus. It can-
not be both.” That reminded me
of the minister of one of the larg-
est churches in Longview, Texas,
who courageously preached in
1955 and 1964 that “the cross
destroys race hatred. . . . It is
rather hard to differ with Jesus.”

The Rev. W. Morris Ford is
gone, and now the people of
Longview have different leaders.
Those leaders were recently
petitioned to move a Confederate
statue from the courthouse
square to a park or museum,
almost anywhere but in front of
the courthouse for all to see when
they seek justice. They refused.

Longview, the South and the
whole country need more leaders
like Dr. Ford, just as they need to
listen to people like Tisby and
Jones.

MARK FELDMAN 
KIRKWOOD, MO.

The Humanity of Language

TO THE EDITOR:

Reviewing Rick Perlstein’s “Rea-
ganland” (Sept. 27), Evan Thom-
as writes that during the black-
out and looting of 1977, New York
“went feral.” “Feral” refers either
to animals or to “savage” human
beings. I lived in New York at the
time, and recall sensationalist
media referring to the mainly
Black and Latinx poor who looted
businesses as “animals.” But how
can such racially charged lan-
guage appear in the Book Review
in the year 2020?

KEVIN B. ANDERSON 
LOS ANGELES

The writer is a professor of sociol-
ogy at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara.

Neighborhood Gossip

TO THE EDITOR:

In his By the Book interview
(Oct. 4), David Remnick says he
“finally got to” Nadezhda Man-
delstam’s second memoir, “Hope,
Abandoned,” a book I read dec-
ades ago.

It reminded me of an incident
from a couple of years ago. I own
a few computer shops in Toronto
and one day a man brought in his
wife’s credit card to pay for a
purchase. I noticed on the card
that his wife’s name was
Nadezhda, and remarked that the
only other time I had seen that
name in print was on the books I
had read by Nadezhda Man-
delstam.

The man said: “Oh, yes. I knew
her in Moscow. She lived in my
neighborhood.” People didn’t like
her very much, he added. She
was ill-tempered. Crabby.

Stalin extinguished Man-
delstam’s husband, I said to
myself. One of the most beautiful
voices in Russian letters. Under
those circumstances, I’d be
crabby, too.

MYLES KESTEN
TORONTO

What Do You Meme?

TO THE EDITOR:

In Michael Gorra’s review of Hari
Kunzru’s “Red Pill” (Oct. 4), the
line “those of us who are hope-
lessly behind on our memes”
includes me, who has yet to
figure out what exactly “meme”
means. Almost every time I read
“meme” it’s in a different context.
I have yet to find a clear defini-
tion online. It certainly isn’t in my
classic Oxford English Dictio-
nary. So, what is it? “Shared
opinions”? Whose? Some “in
group’s”? Commonly held opin-
ions? “O tempora o mores”?
Weltanschauung? I’m hardly
alone in this, though I admit I
just turned 88. Maybe you should
have some smart cookie on your
staff write a column about it. I
wish her or him luck.

PETER O. PIERSON 
CATHEDRAL CITY, CALIF.

The writer is an emeritus profes-
sor of history at Santa Clara
University. 

BOOKS@NYTIMES.COM
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PATRICK LEGER

Spies Like Us

TO THE EDITOR:

Kevin Peraino’s review of “The
Quiet Americans,” by Scott An-
derson (Oct. 4), notes that the
C.I.A. operative Michael Burke
quit in frustration to manage the
Ringling Brothers circus. The
review should have noted that
Burke later became president of
the New York Yankees and, for a
brief time, helped run the team
with George Steinbrenner.
Burke’s circus tenure may have
helped him contend with the
team that has been famously
called the “Bronx Zoo.”

JAMES P. FINNEGAN 
CHAPPAQUA, N.Y.

�

TO THE EDITOR:

You missed a golden opportunity
when you didn’t invite Nicholson
Baker to review “The Spymas-
ters,” by Chris Whipple (Oct. 4).
His “Baseless” is (literally!) a
diary of his relentless attempts to
plumb the depths of C.I.A. misad-
ventures using the Freedom of
Information Act, and the agen-
cy’s equally relentless silence in
the face of his queries. Baker’s
slowly unfolding account, like an
undone origami, should give
pause to anyone who thinks the
C.I.A. is anything more than an
amoral boys’ club, bent on keep-
ing everything a secret, espe-
cially its own manifold misdeeds.

DAVID ANDREWS 
AMHERST, MASS.

Justice at the Doorstep

TO THE EDITOR:

At the end of his review of “White
Too Long,” by Robert P. Jones
(Oct. 4), Jemar Tisby writes that
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J.M. Sonnier
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www.authorhouse.com

The Formula for Wealth
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Femi Pedro
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978-1-7283-5825-3

also available in hardcover

www.authorhouse.com

Color of Horses

Antonio L. Coney

This is the story of a black girl with a lot of misfortunes and an old

white lady with dementia and how they overcame hardships and

excelled from unimaginable circumstances.

$16.99 paperback

978-1-9845-8014-6

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com

Xeeta

Earth’s Dying Cousin

Russ Hagberg

As temperatures fall dangerously low on planet Xeeta, a team

embarks upon a desperate mission to negotiate an immigration deal

with the President of the United States. Will they succeed?

$20.99 paperback

978-1-7283-7048-4

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Together Forever

L. K. Goza

These five unique stories take you on a journey of so many levels

and share subtle messages that illustrate how the meaning of life is

different to all of us.

$14.99 paperback

978-1-7960-9492-3

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com

Angelina’s Journey

Gwen Beaudean Thoma, EdD

This is a sequel to Gwen Thoma’s fifth book, The King of Hearts.

The saga is filled with mystery, suspense, and romance as Angelina

lives the rest of her life.

$16.99 paperback

978-1-6641-1939-0

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com

Toby, the Almost Forgotten Toboggan

A Merry Little Christmas Story

Karen Votraw-Gysen

Author Karen Votraw-Gysen brings young readers a delightful

Christmas story following the adventures of Jimmy and Julie,

Granny and Grandpa, and their old winter friends. Join the fun!

$14.99 paperback

978-1-7283-35247

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Black Family Reunions

Finding the Rest of Me

Dr. Ione D. Vargus

This book delves into the social and psychological benefits of having

reunions, as well as some advice and guidance on the nuts and bolts

of planning and holding a reunion.

$17.99 paperback

978-1-6641-2175-1

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com

Tainted Chalice

Dominic Palumbo

A poignant story of forbidden love between the musically gifted duo,

Emily Grey and the recently ordained catholic priest, Father Matteo

da Luca.

$14.99 paperback

978-1-9845-0677-1

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com.au

Disunionia

A Political Thriller

Michael L. Walden

With America on the verge of collapse, four individuals become

unlikely heroes and fight to save the country they love amidst the

long odds of intrigue, upheaval, and terrorism.

$13.99 paperback

978-1-6632-0224-6

also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com

From Covid-19 To Trumpvid-20

Corona ... Corona … My Darling

Abdo Husseiny

In this sociopolitical commentary, Abdo Husseiny shares his

perspectives on the vast evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic leading

to the TRUMPVID-20 pandemic. Read on!

$16.99 paperback

978-1-6641-2675-6

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com
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What books are on your night stand?

On my night stand are a lamp, my alarm
clock and my reading glasses. Next to my
night stand, I’m embarrassed to say, are
many piles of books. Books that I’ve been
reading include Dorothy Day’s diaries,
“The Duty of Delight”; Jacques Attali’s
“Alger 1943: L’Annee des Dupes”; Natalie
Bakopoulos’s new novel set in Greece,
“Scorpionfish”; “Map: Collected and Last
Poems,” by Wislawa Szymborska; “The
Color of Law,” by Richard Rothstein; and
Maaza Mengiste’s amazing “The Shadow
King.”

Can a great book be badly written? What
other criteria can overcome bad prose?

That’s a tough one. I’d venture that a
great book could potentially be indiffer-
ently written; but not badly written, no. If
it’s badly written, it’s not a great book.
What makes a book great, as Camus
rightly says in “Create Dangerously,” is
its truthfulness, its honesty about the
human experience. To be truthful, you

have to use language precisely, judi-
ciously, with, as Nabokov would have it,
the imagination of a scientist and the
precision of a poet. If you fail at the level
of language, if you write in clichés or
secondhand phrases, your failure is meta-
physical, and you’re doomed. Prose can
be clunky, uneven, even ugly, and be true
— but that’s not “bad prose”; it’s just
unbeautiful prose, which isn’t the same
thing.

Describe your ideal reading experience
(when, where, what, how).

Ah! When I was a kid, I loved to wake up
early at the weekends and read in bed for
as long as I could, until my mother yelled
upstairs that I should stop burning day-
light. I still love to read lying down — a
sofa or window seat is as good as bed.
Ideally rainy weather outside, no claims
on my time, empty hours stretching out
ahead. Maybe a dog asleep beside me.
Alas, in adult life this basically never
happens.

Which genres do you especially enjoy
reading? And which do you avoid?

I’m interested in what it’s like to be alive
on this earth. I’m interested in human
truth. I’m not interested in escapism, and
not particularly interested in entertain-
ment for its own sake. Writers can ex-
plore life and truth in any genre — Penel-
ope Fitzgerald and Hilary Mantel do this
in historical fiction; Octavia Butler and
Ursula K. Le Guin do it with science
fiction; the scriptwriter Sally Wainwright
does it in her TV crime series “Happy
Valley.” So I wouldn’t rule something out
by genre. That said, I gravitate toward
the kind of fiction that is of no genre at
all, and therefore gets called “literary
fiction,” or used to; the kind that is more
interested in people and in language than
in plot.

How do you organize your books?

Once upon a time the books were alpha-
betical, by subject — history in one place,
philosophy and religion in another, litera-
ture in a third, etc. But we’re inundated
now, and have been for some time. Books
get put where they’ll fit — sometimes two
rows deep on the shelf, in the guest room,
in the garage, in the bathroom — which
means it’s sometimes hard to find a par-
ticular volume. I’ll sit still and close my
eyes and hope for a vision of its spine
upon a shelf.

What’s the best book you’ve ever re-
ceived as a gift?

Sadly, it’s been years since people gave
me books as gifts. The only person who
continues to do so is my remarkable
father-in-law, a retired British zoology
professor and Anglican minister in his
90s who lives in a small village in Scot-
land. One of the best I received from him
was “At the Same Time: Essays and
Speeches,” by Susan Sontag. It’s an inter-
esting book, but what amazed me was the
thoughtfulness of the gift, the fact that
my father-in-law, who isn’t the sort of
person who would read Susan Sontag,
realized that I would and did. He doesn’t
order books online, either, so he had to go
to some trouble to get it.

How have your reading tastes changed
over time?

I’m a more impatient reader, in age.
When I was young, I believed in finishing
what I started; not so much now, aware
as I am of finitude, of how little time we
really have. Part of that impatience is
with fakery. There’s so much fakery, in
fiction as in life. I just don’t have time for
it anymore. 0

Claire Messud
The author, most recently, of ‘Kant’s Little Prussian Head & Other Rea-
sons Why I Write’ loves to read lying down: ‘Ideally rainy weather out-
side, no claims on my time, empty hours stretching out ahead.’

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

By the Book
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TIM WEINER’S “The Folly and the Glory”
provides a sweeping, lively survey of the
worldwide competition between the Soviet
Union (and later, Russia) and the United
States since the end of World War II. Wei-
ner has, in abundance, the knowledge and
experience required to write such a book.
He won a Pulitzer Prize in 1988 while at
The Philadelphia Inquirer. Later, he
worked for The New York Times from vari-
ous parts of the world and then became its

national security correspondent. His 2007
history of the C.I.A., “Legacy of Ashes,”
won a National Book Award. That was but
one of his many acclaimed books.

His latest, “The Folly and the Glory,”
covers numerous landmark events dating
back to the beginnings of the Cold War ri-
valry between the Soviet Union and the
United States. These include the creation
of the Marshall Plan and NATO; the 1953
C.I.A.-backed coup in Iran that restored
the shah’s monarchy; the Red Army’s
crushing of revolts in East Germany, Hun-
gary and Czechoslovakia; the rise of Po-
land’s anti-Communist Solidarity move-
ment; Mikhail Gorbachev’s failed reforms
together with the Soviet Union’s implo-
sion; and Vladimir Putin’s land grab in
Ukraine as well as his meddling in the 2016
American presidential campaign.

The odds of doing justice, in a relatively
short book, to such multitudinous and tan-
gled events over 75 years are slim. Occa-
sionally, Weiner slows his speedy stride
through history for deeper probes into par-
ticular episodes, but one wonders why
those, rather than others, merit case stud-
ies. The murder of the Congolese leader
Patrice Lumumba and Washington’s em-
brace of his kleptocratic successor, Mobutu
Sese Seko, occupy virtually an entire chap-
ter; Libya’s civil war rates barely a page,
and Syria’s not even that.

Weiner skillfully shows that subversion,
the dissemination of disinformation and
military interventions were standard fare
in the competition between Moscow and
Washington, and he enlivens his story with
vivid portraits of the main characters.
Readers looking for a quick overview of the
Cold War will find “The Folly and the
Glory” informative and entertaining.

Nonetheless, some of Weiner’s claims

are unpersuasive. For example, he sug-
gests that NATO expansion toward the
Russian border in the 1990s sprang basi-
cally from the mind of Bill Clinton’s na-
tional security adviser Anthony Lake.
Having recently pored over countless
books, articles and declassified documents
on this subject, I have found no evidence to
support Weiner’s contention. Though Lake
certainly helped shape Clinton’s foreign
policy, NATO expansion resulted from a
mix of convergent circumstances and the
labors of many senior officials, particularly
Richard Holbrooke. Outside government,

Zbigniew Brzezinski, among others, was a
fervent, influential advocate. East Euro-
pean governments, notably Poland’s,
knocked long and hard on the alliance’s
door. As early as May 1992, before Clinton
became president, Czechoslovakia, Hun-
gary and Poland jointly declared that their
ultimate goal was to gain membership in
NATO. No one person can claim, or be
credited with, pride of authorship, cer-
tainly not Lake, whom Weiner depicts as a
latter-day George Kennan, the architect of
containment.

Weiner’s enumeration of Russian intelli-
gence agencies’ shenanigans during the
2016 election campaign presents a similar
problem. As he relates, Russian operatives
spread false, inflammatory stories
through social media. They smeared Hilla-
ry Clinton and praised the third-party can-
didate Jill Stein (whom Weiner, citing Clin-
ton, all but paints as a Russian asset).
Above all, they extolled Donald Trump and
the Trump narrative that mixed populism,
nationalism and xenophobia. Even if all of
this is well known, Weiner is a knowledge-
able guide.

Still, he leaves the impression that Putin
pretty much handed Trump the presidency
through “a blitzkrieg unseen until after it
had struck at the heart of the American
body politic.” Putin’s machinations cer-
tainly mattered, but Donald Trump’s rise
reflects much more important changes
within the United States in recent decades
that widened societal divisions and in-
creased political polarization. Sometimes,
history and politics are more complicated
than Weiner seems willing to allow. 0
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IF IT IS DEFENSIBLE to divide works of fic-
tion into those that prize stillness and
those that prize motion, then “The Butter-
fly Lampshade,” Aimee Bender’s compact
surrealist memory box of a novel, sets its
store firmly by stillness. Her earlier books
were dedicated, as this one is, to transfig-
uring the American domestic landscape by
way of magic, fantasy, bewitchment, pecu-
liarization. But where those books were
also propelled by motion, to change, “The
Butterfly Lampshade” by contrast stakes
its ground early, and remains there. It re-

sists becoming something other than what
its opening pages suggest it’s going to be.
Yet its particular quality of stillness hums
with so much mystery and intensity that
the book never feels static. It is a measure
of the book’s success that as I reached the
conclusion, I felt considerably more al-
tered by the experience than I often am by
novels that travel much further from their
beginnings.

The music critic Walter Holland recently
proposed that “active musical listening is
part patient attention to the moment and
part predictive attention to the possible fu-
tures that that moment suggests.” If the
same holds true for reading — and I think it
does — then Bender’s success here might
be explained by the ease and simplicity
with which she commingles these two
forms of attention. After all, how often does
a novel that seems poised to reward your
immersive attention diminish in its power,
conspicuously and all at once, as soon as it
tries to engage your predictive attention?
Everything begins so promisingly, but
then the plot takes hold and the book be-
comes smaller, more desiccated, as you re-
alize the predictive attention the writer is
applying to the material is so much more
meager than it could have been, or than
your own was. “The Butterfly Lampshade”
never makes that swerve. Instead it re-
traces the path it has already established,
gradually filling in its textures, looking
both back and deeper. In this way, it evades
the stiffness of those stories that are able to
move forward only by hardening into their
possibilities.

Early in the novel, before her obsessions
saturate her life, the narrator, Francie,
holds a managerial position at a framing
store. It is a telling job for someone so
aware of the need to maintain the borders
between things. “My great love then — and
still — is delineation,” she says, recollect-

ing a few formative days when, at the age
of 8, she lost her mother to psychosis and
“the scrim of meaning had floated off of ev-
erything.”

After a premonitory glimpse of the
book’s cast, we learn that three times dur-
ing Francie’s childhood she witnessed a
sort of mystic reification, when a picture to
which she’d given her attention opened out
from its surface, discharging itself into ob-
ject being: a butterfly from a lampshade, a
beetle from a worksheet, and a rose from a
window curtain.

She spends the rest of the novel trying to
comprehend these visitations. The memo-
ry of them remains vivid in her mind, col-
oring even her most mundane moments:
“I ate my bag of potato chips and sat next
to the small succulent plant in its terra-
cotta pot left behind by a previous tenant,
and for a moment felt myself living inside
both times at once.” This double attention,
which lies at the center of her experiences,
turns the novel into a kind of small-scale,
supernatural Proustian reverie: Proust if
what Proust had been trying to recover
was not luminous, ordinary reality, but a
rupture in luminous ordinary reality;
Proust if his childhood had been broken
open by Arthur Machen or Lord Dunsany.

Bender’s concern with evoking the in-
wardness of objects, however, is less com-
mon to fiction than to poetry. I think of
Francis Ponge, Gertrude Stein, Martha
Ronk — the great thing-masons of litera-
ture, describing pebbles, bowls and but-
tons with rigor and exultation. In some re-
spects, Bender’s ongoing fascination with
the border separating objects from people
makes “The Butterfly Lampshade” a mir-
ror image of her 2010 novel, “The Particu-

lar Sadness of Lemon Cake”: In that earli-
er novel, the narrator’s brother was a liv-
ing being who took on the quiddity of an
object; in this one, objects take on the quid-
dities of living beings.

But such an occurrence, though “fun to
imagine in a story,” Francie insists, “is ter-
rifying in real life.” An object can be magi-
cal without becoming an amulet or a
charm. The butterfly “had to gain internal
functions and an external structure, had to
come out of an entirely different plane of
existence to make itself, but somehow it
did,” she thinks. “It was an active psy-
chosis.”

Increasingly, Francie feels “as if every-
thing — hamburger, cartoon dog, letters —
might be on the verge of popping into the
world.” And indeed, late in the book, she
witnesses one last puncture in reality: two
humans, or human-shapes, who request
“tickets” from her, “a paper,” as if “speak-
ing in another language that was still pre-
tending to be our language.” Reading these
final pages, it is hard not to feel as Francie
does: that anything and anyone might be a
two-way street, capable of passing from
our side into theirs by means of illustration
— or from their side into ours by means of
emanation.

One finishes the novel with the eerie
sense that we too are objects who have
slipped accidentally into being and that,
like the butterfly, the beetle and the dried
rose, we really ought not to be here. 0
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THE START OF the school year is
always autumn’s great punctua-
tion mark: I tend to think of it as
the opening of a pair of brackets,
but this year with all the confu-
sion and panic it feels more like
an interrobang. We’ll have to
scrabble together what scraps of
learning we can — just like the
scientists, scholars, sauce makers
and stroke survivors featured in
this month’s romances.

FIRST, I’M DELIGHTED to have the
chance to directly and sincerely
compare a romance novel
to James Joyce’s “Ulys-
ses.” Olivia Dade’s
SPOILER ALERT (Avon, 416

pp., paper, $15.99), like that
impossible novel, takes an
ancient poem as a jump-
ing-off point for a bold and
joyous experiment in
form. In Dade’s story, a
book series based on
Virgil’s “Aeneid” has
spawned a big-budget
prestige television adap-
tation (aah, if only). Mar-
cus is a gifted actor who
plays Aeneas; he also
plays dumb in interviews
to hide his dyslexia. He’s
asked a fan — a keen-
eyed geologist named
April — to dinner as a
publicity stunt, after pictures of
her character cosplay go viral and
trolls viciously mock her body
size. The pair have only just met
in real life, but they’ve unknow-
ingly been online best friends for
years under their pseudonyms on
a fanfic server. 

Many of you are now rubbing
your hands in unholy glee at the
premise, and Dade delivers and
then some. This book frolics
through fields of fannish allusion
and metatext: In addition to
scenes from the show and “Ae-
neid” in-jokes, we have snippets
of April’s incisive Lavinia takes,
Marcus’s explorations of Aeneas’
inner turmoil, other people’s
about Marcus and April’s date,
and — best of all — excerpts from

the gloriously bonkers rom-com
scripts in which Marcus paid his
dues as an up-and-coming actor.
It takes a skillful writer to juggle
so many elements, yet the emo-
tional through-line shines clear
and strong at every point.

IN THE TANG DYNASTY setting of
Jeannie Lin’s THE HIDDEN MOON

(self-published, 328 pp., e-book,

$4.99), scholarship is the basis for
political advancement and in-
trigue. Our leads are barred from
this path — Lady Bai Wei-Ling on

account of her gender, and Gao on
account of his class and illiteracy.
Instead they use boldness, stub-
bornness and raw brilliance to
untangle a mystery that threads
its way through the imperial city
to the highest levels of the court.

I had no idea we were getting
another Lotus Palace novel to
follow up Lin’s utterly perfect
“The Jade Temptress,” and while
this novel doesn’t quite reach the
level of the previous one, it’s still
a welcome combination of grip-
ping mystery and cross-class
romance. The impossibility of a
match between Wei-Wei and Gao
looms large for much of the book,
so readers who like their romance
high on the angst and hopeless
pining will want to snap this up.

SPEAKING OF HISTORICALS, and
Asian leads, and favorite authors
with surprise new books out after
what feels like forever: Courtney
Milan’s THE DUKE WHO DIDN’T

(self-published, 241 pp., e-book,

$4.99) is one of the best things to
come out of the hellscape that is
2020. By turns consciously tender
and fiercely witty, this is an unal-
loyed charmer about Chloe Fong,
a stubborn Chinese-British sauce
maker, and Jeremy Yu, the half-
Chinese Duke of Lansing (a.k.a.
“Posh Jim,” delightfully), who’s
head over heels for her, but can’t
seem to say it in a way that does-
n’t make her think he’s joking.
We’ve reached the point in the
quarantine experience where

casually sharing space
and food with loved ones
feels like unattainable
hedonism; the palpable
warmth of community
and care in this story
seems as luxurious and
aspirational as any silk
gown or starched cravat
ever could.

THAT TYPE OF small-town
found-family solace is also
the bedrock of our fourth
and final romance, TAKING

STOCK (JMS Books, 280 pp.,

e-book, $3.99), a queer
1970s romance by A. L.
Lester set in rural Eng-
land. Fans of Cat Sebastian
and K. J. Charles will find
this book quieter but no

less pleasing. Phil is a stockbroker
in disgrace after his ex-boyfriend
frames him for insider trading;
when he retreats to a country
cottage he is soon smitten by Lau-
rie, a former runaway turned
farmer just beginning to put his life
together after a stroke. It’s rare to
see chronic disability handled with
such precision in romance — the
author’s own experience certainly
informs the text — and this book is
open about how Laurie’s frustra-
tion makes him vulnerable as he
relearns the limits of his body’s
capabilities. But it is no savior
narrative: Phil’s own past has
enough pain in it that it feels like
any rescuing is entirely mutual. It’s
a delicate story, clearly told. It’s
restrained but earnest; the focus
on farm life (spring-fed ponds and
sheep shearing!), and on rebuilding
and rebirth, offers an earthy kind of
hope, for whenever you feel like the
world is falling to pieces around
you. 0
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AS I THOUGHT about writing this review, I
imagined an opening paragraph summa-
rizing the events of this summer’s nation-
wide protests against police violence. How
observers and participants parsed the civil
unrest along the familiar lines of peaceful
protesters, rioters and looters, drawing
competing moral distinctions between
nonviolence and violence. How the police
deployed official violence to punish and in-
timidate activists. How heavily armed,
self-deputized white men threatened and
used vigilante violence against demon-
strators. How President Trump called for
state violence against human beings to
protect property. And how the residents of

many cities committed acts of violence
against their intimate partners, neighbors
and fellow citizens, including small chil-
dren.

And then, after finishing Elliott Currie’s
“A Peculiar Indifference: The Neglected
Toll of Violence on Black America,” a
smart, timely, deeply disturbing and es-
sential book by a veteran scholar and lead-
ing expert on the criminal legal system, I
realized that the details of every precious
life harmed or lost this summer reveal a
bigger truth about the nation. Whether the
hand that pulls the trigger belongs to a
white cop or to a Black citizen, the extraor-
dinary violence against Black lives, Currie
argues, is a consequence of the nation’s re-
fusal to address the “longstanding struc-
tural roots of violence.”

White domination rests at the center of
this maelstrom of enduring and endemic
violence. And yet, whether most white
Americans admit it or not, they consider
Black people both the deserving victims
and the dangerous vectors of violence, who
bear the burden and the blame for much of
the nation’s exceptional record of death
and destruction.

Currie’s book is the first comprehensive
study to present a meta-analysis of peer-
reviewed research — a study of studies —
showing how anti-Black racism in the form
of state and private violence upholds “an
essentially exploitative and discrimina-
tory social order.”

Conventional wisdom is that the ex-
tremely wide disparities in gun violence
and homicide rates by Black people com-
pared with white people is not a function of

systemic racism and structural inequality.
After all, there are many more poor white
Americans, with much lower violent crime
rates on average than in Black communi-
ties. Material poverty therefore is not the
issue; moral poverty is, or so the thinking
goes. Among some Black community resi-
dents and white conservative commenta-
tors alike, as well as a silent majority of
moderates and even some liberals, many
people believe the real problem is a cultur-
al one. “Black-on-Black” violence can only
truly be solved, in this view, when the
Black community takes responsibility.

This is hardly a new debate. My entire
career for over 25 years, and much of my
lived experience, has been shaped by this
issue. And while research has often been

mixed with structuralists and culturalists
battling it out in the pages of academic
journals, there’s never been much doubt in
the realm of public opinion or American
politics about whom to blame for the fact
that violence is the eighth leading cause of
death for Black citizens compared with the
20th for non-Hispanic white ones. Or the
fact that 21-year-old Black women are
twice as likely as 21-year-old white men to
die of homicide. Or the fact that well-edu-
cated Black men have a 30-fold higher risk
of being murdered than similarly well-edu-
cated white men. If young white men died
at the same homicide rate as young Afri-
can-American men did in 2018, the number
of deaths would have equaled 14,000 in-
stead of 930.

This is not a Black crisis but a national
emergency, according to Currie. In a soci-
ety where “intentional violence” of all
kinds exists more than in “any other ad-
vanced nation,” he writes, “African-Ameri-
cans suffer it all out of proportion to their
share of the population.”

How did this happen and why has this
emergency endured? He gives three inter-
twined explanations: the “economic dis-
pensability of poor Americans of all races
in an increasingly heedless global econ-

omy”; the lack of political influence in
Black communities that “suffer violence
the most”; and “the spread of a punitive
and austere culture” that extracts and ex-
ploits low-income people.

Currie debunks the idea that violence is
rooted in Blackness by turning to research
that links economic inequality, poverty and
disadvantage to higher violence rates in
low-income white communities than in
higher-income white communities. In a
well-known 1996 study of census tracts in
Columbus, Ohio, the sociologists Lauren
Krivo and Ruth Peterson were able to
show that greater poverty levels among
white residents led to higher violence
rates. Since their study included Black res-
idents, they also found that regardless of

race “higher levels of community disad-
vantage predictably generated higher lev-
els of violence.” For Black people violence
is more acute because, per capita, more of
them are impoverished. But such compar-
ative research has been hard to reproduce.
A follow-up study in Atlanta couldn’t find a
sufficient sample of white people as dirt
poor as their Black counterparts to fully
test Krivo and Peterson’s results.

But class and economic inequality are
not the whole story and never have been.
Going back to the field-defining work of the
African-American sociologist W. E. B. Du
Bois at the turn of the 20th century, the
problem of greater rates of Black crime, he
calculated, was capitalism plus racism.
Low-income white people with higher
crime and violence rates relative to higher-
income white people experienced eco-
nomic insecurity, but not the added burden
of systemic racism. Excessive rates of
Black violence were caused by prejudice
and a common belief that “the Negro is
something less than an American and
ought not to be much more than he is,” Du
Bois wrote.

Today’s educational segregation, real es-
tate steering, predatory banking, health
care discrimination and “community” po-
licing amount to daily forms of systemic ra-
cialized oppression that low-income white
people do not experience. And once upon a
time, when these systems did prey on per-
secuted and despised Irish and Italian im-
migrants, their rates of crime and violence
were much higher than their native-white
peers.

Sometimes Black and white conserva-
tives wax nostalgic about the Jim Crow pe-
riod to counter the evidence of systemic
racism today. They use history to evoke a
false past of a law-abiding, respectable
Black community with little crime before
welfare and liberalism corrupted Black
people. The idea being that in the face of
old-school, real racism, Black people did
not succumb to violence. And yet, as Currie
highlights, Du Bois said while in Philadel-
phia that he “lived in the midst of an atmos-
phere of dirt, drunkenness, poverty and
crime. Murder sat on our doorstep, police
were our government and philanthropy
dropped in with periodic advice.”

In many places long before the War on
Poverty supposedly corrupted the morals
of Black America, a slew of researchers
found high rates of violence. In Richmond,
Va., 88 percent of murder indictments be-
tween 1930 and 1939 “involved Blacks
killing Blacks,” Currie notes, citing the
work of Guy B. Johnson. “The same was
true of 75 percent of murder indictments in
North Carolina.” With circumstances this
bad a century ago, white segregationists’
howls of Black rapists and murderers in
their midst must have been right all along,
or so it seems.

The great insight of Currie’s book is
tracking historically how systemic racism
— what the researchers John Dollard and 
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IF POLITICAL SCIENTISTS’ warnings about
the poisonous effects of partisanship may
have seemed a bit overwrought before,
they certainly don’t at present. Viewing the
reality of the coronavirus pandemic
through the cockeyed lens of American
politics can now be lethal. When asked in
June by the Pew Research Center whether

masks should always be worn, Democrats
and Democrat-leaning independents were
about twice as likely to say yes as Republi-
cans. The same poll showed Republicans
far more optimistic in thinking that the
worst of the pandemic was over, a sunny
outlook that was not only wrong but that
also may have caused many to put them-
selves in jeopardy by failing to take the cri-

sis seriously. In June, the former Republi-
can presidential candidate Herman Cain
attended a Trump rally without a mask.
Less than two weeks later he was hospital-
ized with Covid-19, and subsequently died.
These days, millions of Americans appear
quite willing to jeopardize their own well-
being to prove their factional bona fides.

How did it come to this? James A. Mo-
rone’s “Republic of Wrath” offers a fresh the-
ory to an already sizable pile of explanations
for the dismal state of our politics. Morone, a
professor of political science at Brown Uni-
versity, posits that while American political
life has certainly seen vicious chapters be-
fore, our current era is marked by an impor-
tant distinction. In the past, he argues, the
two major parties were internally split as
they debated the country’s most explosive
fights over race and immigration, and party
platforms reflected these in-house divisions.
The Democratic Party of the early 19th cen-
tury embraced immigrant voters but
staunchly supported slavery. The Republi-
can Party, which tried to use a literacy test to
block immigrants from entering the country,
embraced Black emancipation.

But today, Morone writes, “the most pas-
sionate differences ringing through Amer-
ican history are now organized directly
into the parties. For the first time, all the
so-called minorities are on one side.” Black
Americans, immigrants and liberal women

are crowded into the Democratic Party,
while white Americans are more likely to
be Republican. And so a debate about
health care policy or how to resolve in-
equality easily devolves into irreconcilable
conflict. “Both parties are deeply en-
meshed in feelings about identity because
each draws people who see themselves as
fundamentally different from those on the
other side.”

This is an intriguing idea, but it struggles
to maintain its heft through the brisk survey
of American political history that follows,
starting with the country’s founding. The
only thread holding it all together appears to
be Morone pausing from time to time to re-
mind us that Americans have frequently
sparred over issues of race, immigration and

gender. (A repeated refrain is that the most
“enduring” or “primal” or “perennial” ques-
tion of America is: “Who are we?”)

Morone says that the first half of the
20th century was “cheerfully bipartisan”
as “great identity issues” around race and
immigration were put aside. But during
the darkest days of McCarthyism, both
Democrats and Republicans led not
“cheerful” but deranged attacks on their
fellow lawmakers and Americans. Ques-
tions of “identity” were central to these
campaigns of personal destruction, and
the fact that both parties participated
hardly lessened the damage.

Morone’s narrative gains some steam
the closer it gets to the present, when the
contours of our current political climate
become clearer. He offers a useful remind-
er that the switch of Black Americans from
the party of Lincoln to the Democrats was
a shocking development — one he credits
to Franklin Roosevelt’s expansive social
policies, even if they were not always de-
signed to be equitable.

This history, he suggests, means that we
should not try to predict how political alli-
ances may look in the future. And it also
means that we should be wary of declaring
that American politics are uglier now than
they have ever been. For as Morone ac-
knowledges at the end, partisanship is “not
a fever. It is what democracies do.” 0
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Allison Davis called caste in the 1930s and
1940s — was an accelerant for violence
within Black communities. Caste, they ar-
gued, prevented Black people from direct-
ing their aggression toward the state or
from mobilizing politically against the
white citizens who subordinated them.
Community violence became both a nor-
mal and expected response to the alienat-
ing effects of anti-Blackness and the dis-
abling effects of the majority population’s
monopoly on power and violence.

In this system, some people comply, oth-
ers pursue a higher-class status within the
caste and still others turn inward. Dollard
explained that “some of the hostility prop-
erly directed toward the white caste is de-
flected from it and focused within the Ne-
gro group itself.” Internecine violence and
“disunity” made the “Negro caste . . . less
resistant to the white domination,” Dollard
wrote. “Evidently, the whites did not con-
sider security of life and person for the Ne-
groes a very important issue.” In the 1960s,
the researcher Kenneth Clark described
America’s ghettos as internal colonies. The
violence within was an expression of the

powerlessness of people who killed their
“friends and relations,” he wrote. “This
may mean that the victim of oppression is
more prone to attack his fellow victim than
to risk aggression against the feared op-
pressor.”

Near the height of the crack epidemic
and drug wars of the 1980s, the sociologists
Judith and Peter Blau confirmed the find-
ings of the pre-civil-rights-era re-
searchers. As Currie observes: “Violence,
then, was not just a reaction to material
deprivation. It was nurtured by the sense
of ‘injustice, discontent and distrust’ gen-
erated by the highly visible reality that
other people were doing better not be-
cause they were worthier but because they
were, in this case, whiter.”

Of course, the paramount question that
remains is, what role have the police
played in all of this? Keep in mind, Currie
wrote this book well before Breonna Taylor
and George Floyd were killed. It should
come as no surprise that Currie finds no
evidence that the police can help. Just the
opposite. All efforts to “obtain personal se-
curity,” he writes, fail in a “world where the

institutions that are, in theory, supposed to
supply it are either incapable or unwilling
to do so.”

Policing has long been the sharp edge of
a political sword used to cut the heart out of
Black resistance. Policing is not only op-
pressive. It is causal and symptomatic of
the conditions in which violence thrives.
The very instrument that reproduces anti-
Black racism cannot be the same tool that
saves Black people. “A dysfunctional, puni-
tive and reactive criminal justice system,”
Currie states, “helps to breed violence not
only by what it does to people but by what
it does not do — not only through the ways
in which it actively harms people, but
through what it passively fails to do for
them.” Since the end of slavery, law en-
forcement officials “have not only failed to
reliably protect Black Americans against
violence in their communities but, all too
often, have contributed to it.”

This summer the activist and author
Kimberly Jones articulated with equal
parts reason and rage what Currie’s book
seeks to expose and end. Standing outside
of a boarded-up store in the midst of Atlan-

ta’s civil unrest, she explained that Black
people couldn’t burn down their own com-
munities because “we don’t own any-
thing.” She continued: “You broke the con-
tract when you killed us in the streets. . . .
You broke the contract when for 400 years,
we played your game and built your
wealth. . . . As far as I’m concerned they
can burn this bitch to the ground and it still
wouldn’t be enough. And they are lucky
that what Black people are looking for is
equality and not revenge.”

So, what now? In his final chapter, called
“Remedies,” Currie doesn’t cover new
ground, but by linking public investments
to violence reduction, he is, in effect, join-
ing the activists calling for defunding the
police by reinvesting in the most disadvan-
taged communities. His solutions include a
jobs guarantee with living wages and
meaningful work. He calls for huge invest-
ments in hiring to rebuild the public infra-
structure of schools, hospitals, transporta-
tion and environmental remediation akin
to a Green New Deal for Black America.

But it’s up to white Americans to make
this choice. 0
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FOR FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE he was “a vol-
canic eruption of the total undivided artis-
tic capacity of nature itself.” For Thomas
Mann he was “probably the greatest talent
in the entire history of art.” H. L. Mencken
considered his operas “the most stupen-
dous works of art ever contrived by man.”
The anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss
credited him as “the incontestable father of
the structural analysis of myths.” For Paul
Valéry, exposure to his operas was so over-
whelming as to make him “reject, with the

sadness of impotence, everything that was
literature.” Adolf Hitler, after first encoun-
tering his music, found himself “captivated
at one stroke. . . . My youthful enthusiasm
. . . knew no bounds.” For Hermann Levi, a
rabbi’s son who endured his most scabrous
anti-Semitic attacks and who led the pre-
miere of “Parsifal,” that “most Christian of
all artworks,” he was “the best and noblest
person.” W. H. Auden considered him as a
human being utterly contemptible.

Richard Wagner: composer, conductor,
dramatist, poet, polemicist, anarchist, Teu-
tonic nationalist, anti-Semite, feminist,
pacifist, vegetarian, animal rights activist
— the man was the walking, talking defini-
tion of “protean genius.” His life and his
legacy was and remains to this day a con-
tinuum in which enchantment, even rav-
ishment, comes hand in hand with provo-
cation and controversy, adoration and
loathing. Contemplating Wagner, trying to
sum up what his art means, puts one in
mind of the ancient Hindu parable of the
blind men and the elephant: The object it-
self is so huge and strange that each per-
son groping to comprehend it comes to a
radically different conclusion of what it is.
Wagner, like his American contemporary
Walt Whitman, contained multitudes. And
he contained contradictions — enough to
fuel in the decades after his death a popu-
larity and influence the scope of which no
other creative artist, with the possible ex-
ception of Shakespeare, has ever achieved.

“Wagnerism” eventually became the
term to describe the manifold characteris-
tics of his art, his philosophy and his poli-
tics, all of which dominated — “penetrat-
ed” might be a more apt term — European
and American cultural life for a period last-
ing roughly from 1880 through the end of
World War II and that even today, albeit at
a lesser intensity, can stir the waters of our
collective psyches. Words, concepts and
images that pervade his work have be-

come commonplace signifiers in contem-
porary discourse: Valhalla, Liebestod, Val-
kyrie, Gesamtkunstwerk, Flying Dutch-
man, Nibelung, Brünnhilde, Götterdäm-
merung, Siegfried, Leitmotiv, endless
melody, to name just a few.

Just in the period between 1901 and 1910,
Wagner’s music was performed more than
17,000 times in Germany alone. It’s safe to
say that in today’s world no serious artist,
not least a composer of classical music,
could even begin to approach that level of
notoriety.

“Wagnerism” is also both the ti-
tle and the all-absorbing subject
matter of Alex Ross’s new book, a
work of enormous intellectual
range and subtle artistic judg-
ment that pokes and probes the
nerve endings of Western cultur-
al and social norms as they are
mirrored in more than a century
of reaction to Wagner’s works.
The book has its own “Wagneri-
an” heft and ambitiousness of in-
tent, being nothing less than a his-
tory of ideas that spans an arc
from Nietzsche and George Eliot
to Philip K. Dick, “Apocalypse
Now” and neo-Nazi skinheads.

“Wagnerism” was incontest-
ably a labor of love for Ross. As he
says in his introduction, “Writing
this book has been the great edu-
cation of my life.” And it is easy to
understand why, because his
strategy is to use Wagner as a
kind of ur-source out of which
spring a multitude of artistic, so-
cial and political movements that
include everything from the hec-
tic musings of obscure bohemian
poets and novelists to the oppor-
tunistic appropriation of the com-
poser’s music and iconography
by Nazi propagandists. In so do-
ing, Ross has dug deep into some
of the most fertile (and occasion-
ally most bizarre) terrain of
Western culture, examining and bringing
to light the struggles for individuation and
self-discovery of a host of reactive minds
— poets, novelists, painters, playwrights,
filmmakers, politicians and more.

In his formative years Wagner spoke
constantly of “revolution,” in both its politi-
cal and its artistic sense. His involvement
in the 1849 Dresden uprising almost
earned him a death sentence, forcing him
into exile. He eventually came under the
adoring patronage of the young King Lud-
wig II of Bavaria, a morbidly aesthetic
man-boy who remained spellbound by
Wagner’s art for the rest of his short life.
And “revolution” is even more apt a term
to describe the sea change in music that
Wagner wrought. The radical harmonic
language he employed in “Tristan und Isol-
de” and “Götterdämmerung” changed ir-
revocably the course of European music.
Were it not for him we would have neither

Mahler nor Debussy, nor for that matter
Gershwin or Richard Rodgers.

But Wagner’s music itself is not Ross’s
topic here. Instead, this is “a book about a
musician’s influence on non-musicians —
resonances and reverberations of one art
form into others.” Music is of course omni-
present in its overwhelming sensual and
emotive force, but Ross’s purpose is rather
to examine the effect it produced on highly
sensitized listeners when combined with
the stagecraft, poetry, iconography and
deep psychological intuition that consti-

tute Wagner’s unique wizardry. As Ross
notes in his introduction: “The chaotic
posthumous cult that came to be known as
Wagnerism was by no means a purely or
even primarily musical event. It traversed
the entire sphere of the arts. . . . It also
breached the realm of politics.”

Why can we speak of Wagnerism but not
of “Beethovenism” or “Bachism”? The rea-
son is that in the case of Wagner the con-
stellation of ideas, images and themes that
inform his art ranges far beyond the musi-
cal, and it is always employed in the serv-
ice of myth. What Ross terms Wagner’s
“manipulation of myth” enabled him to
arouse in the collective unconscious reac-

tions that no individual art form alone
could stimulate. “The incomparable thing
about myth is that it is always true,” Wag-
ner wrote in one of his speculative essays
on music and drama, “and its content,
through utmost compression, is inexhaust-
ible for all time.” His genius was to tap our
mythological subconscious in a manner
that for each of us is “always true” and yet
different for the next person. “The behe-
moth whispers a different secret in each
listener’s ear,” Ross so wryly but perfectly
sums up the “near-infinite malleability” of

his art and the “interpretive
pandemonium” over what ex-
actly these operas mean.

The “chaotic posthumous
cult” that came to be known as
Wagnerism was well underway
even before the composer’s
death in 1883, and Ross charts
how differently Wagner was
embraced in different coun-
tries. In Bismarck’s newly uni-
fied “blood and iron” Germany,
the composer’s conjuring of
Nordic myths in his “Ring” te-
tralogy and the glorification of
German “Kunst” that is the sub-
ject of “Die Meistersinger”
played perfectly to the nascent
intimations of Teutonic
strength and superiority. (“I am
the most German person, I am
the German spirit,” Wagner
proclaimed in 1865.) British lis-
teners experienced the medi-
eval myths on which he based
his operas “Lohengrin” and
“Parsifal” as mirroring their
own Arthurian legends. Ameri-
can operagoers predictably saw
themselves reflected in the
“rude forcefulness” of Wagner’s
heroes. The French, including
Baudelaire, who was one of the
first to understand him, found in
his operas not the rude and the
violent but rather the erotic, the

dreamlike, the otherworldly and the
deeply psychological. Out of this spin came
a whole literary movement, the Symbol-
ists. It was “Tristan,” in Ross’s description,
that “set the course for an avant-garde art
of dream logic, mental intoxication, form-
less form, limitless desire.”

ROSS TAKES A DEEP DIVE into the psyches
of Joyce, Proust, Mann and T. S. Eliot and
returns with revelations, particularly in
the case of “Ulysses” and “Finnegans
Wake,” that may surprise even the most ar-
dent scholar for the extent to which each of
them was influenced by Wagner. His mov-
ing essay on Mann’s “Death in Venice,”
framed by what he terms “gay Wagner-
ism,” reaches an emotional high point wor-
thy of the inner turbulence of that epochal
novella.

These names — Joyce, Proust, Eliot, et
al. — are already familiar darlings for anal-
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LIKE MANY PEOPLE, I learned about
Chopin’s “Funeral March” at an early age,
on the family couch, watching Saturday
morning cartoons. Cartoons, like fairy
tales, often require death as a plot device,
but they want it slightly defanged.
Chopin’s march was a convenient, campy

shorthand — foreboding but comic, no
more serious than the words “game over”
at the end of a video game. It is therefore
almost impossible for me to imagine a
world in which the piece is both fresh and
tragic, where its death is real.

Annik LaFarge’s charming and loving
new book, “Chasing Chopin,” attempts to
recover this world. A combination of biog-
raphy, cultural commentary and personal
reflection, it radiates out from the “Funeral
March,” the third movement of Chopin’s Pi-
ano Sonata No. 2, in many directions. Look-
ing back in time, LaFarge describes the
composer’s loves and pianos (often the
same); she explores his handwriting, his
fingerings, his Polish identity. But she also

turns to the present day, consulting aspi-
ring pianists, authorities in historical per-
formance and Zibi, the creator of the video
game “Frederic: The Resurrection of Mu-
sic.” For a book about death, it’s bursting
with life and lively research. LaFarge
writes passionately about Bach’s influence
on Chopin, and the virtues of listening to
period pianos to know what Chopin heard
and imagined.

“Chasing Chopin” is only a partial biog-
raphy, with much of its focus falling on the
odd celebrity couple of Chopin and George
Sand: tubercular composer, gender-bend-
ing author. Their relationship was a con-
stantly revised arrangement, forged
against norms — a precursor of pods and
friends with benefits. LaFarge links this
modern lifestyle to the revolutionary qual-
ity of their work. She charts the couple’s tu-
multuous beginnings, including an epic let-
ter in which Sand outlines “a vision of ideal
love that eschews ‘the bonds of everyday
life’ and favors a true friendship based on
‘chaste passion and gentle poetry.’” A
week later Sand seemingly changes her
mind — the relationship is consummated.
After a year or so, she changes her mind
again, and they become platonic lover-
friends. Sand’s interactions with Chopin
acquire aspects of mothering, enabling
and nursing — not uncommon when you
date an artist (ask any of my exes!). Even-
tually, they have a falling-out, and LaFarge
makes you feel the decline of this ideally
modern relationship, maybe even more
than Chopin’s looming physical decline.

Toward the beginning, LaFarge, the au-
thor of a book about the High Line as well
as an amateur pianist, confesses that the

motivation for “Chasing Chopin” was a
performance of the “Funeral March,” and
in particular one striking contrast: be-
tween the march’s somber main theme and
a ravishing major key section that comes
later. She describes this middle section as a
“rampant joy . . . smuggled into the heart of
a death march.” She continues: “It seemed
daring but also fundamentally true, that
our experience of death should be ani-
mated, not haunted, by a force of beauty. Of
life.”

It’s hard to argue with such a personal
interpretation, and I love the word “smug-
gled,” but there are other ways to read this
contrast. It’s not so much what Chopin
does, as what he doesn’t do. Chopin was an
incomparable crafter of transitions, and he
loved asymmetry, but his “Funeral March”
has almost no transitions, and heaves back
and forth in symmetrical twos and fours.
The form is static and ritualized. The mi-
nor march and its major antidote stare at
each other across section breaks, socially
distanced, unable to interlace.

This book took me into many unexpect-
ed corners — often I wished LaFarge had
taken more time to explore the nooks she
uncovered. I especially wish she had spent
more time on the march’s sequel, the last
section of the grand sonata, an epilogue to
a funeral. This movement is a middle fin-
ger lifted to every convention. It has no
tunes, little variation, no clear drama: a
minute of hushed, running unison between
the hands, darkly forming and re-forming.
People have long struggled to describe its
perverse genius. Anton Rubinstein’s
“night winds sweeping over churchyard
graves” is the most famous image, but

seems a little too lush and evocative — too
Halloween. LaFarge cites Chopin’s de-
scription: The two hands “gossip in uni-
son.” That touch of bitterness and con-
tempt feels closer to the mark. You could
imagine proud Chopin, facing disease and
death every day, refusing to give people or
even himself the triumph they crave, or an
easy answer, or any answer at all. When
you hear the piece in concert, and that last
minute comes to a close, it always seems
wrong to applaud. You sense that Chopin
wants your discomfort. The audience hesi-
tates, as if asking the questions we’re ask-
ing ourselves, day after quarantined day:
Is it over? And, What now? 0

It’s Her Funeral March
Annik LaFarge sets out to rescue Chopin’s most famous piece of music.
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ysis, and encountering them yet again in a
work of cultural history can at times feel
like literary Groundhog Day, but Ross’s ex-
egesis is nonetheless immensely valuable.
And there are those we might not expect to
have fallen under the composer’s spell, in-
cluding W. E. B. Du Bois, Theodor Herzl,
Willa Cather and Virginia Woolf.

“Just as Herzl looked to ‘Tannhäuser’ to
fortify his Zionist vision, Du Bois took Wag-
nerian myth as a model for a heroic new
African-American spirit.” Both Cather and
Woolf had their own “shock of recognition”
encounters with Wagner and wove their
responses intricately into their fiction in
ways more cleareyed and less besotted
than many of the men. Wagner figures inti-
mately in Cather’s 1915 “The Song of the
Lark,” about the rise to fame of a small-
town Colorado girl, Thea Kronborg, who,

through her natural talent and resolute
ambition, becomes the great Wagnerian
soprano of her era. The trope of humble be-
ginnings, innate gift, self-determination
and ultimate triumph mirrors the com-
poser’s own life story.

Virginia Woolf blew hot and cool. An en-
counter with “Parsifal” rendered her in
tears: “It slides from music to words al-
most imperceptibly.” And most acutely, she
observed, “Like Shakespeare, Wagner
seems to have attained . . . such a mastery
of technique that he could float and soar in
regions where in the beginning he could
scarcely breathe.” But four years after this
she was finding Wagner oppressive: “My
eyes are bruised, my ears dulled, my brain
a mere pudding of pulp.”

Wagnerism assumes an increasingly
sinister guise as the 20th century pro-

gresses. The Nazis exploit both the music
and the mythology. Wagner is played at
Nazi state occasions and is heard regularly
on propaganda newsreels. Wagner’s heirs
effusively welcome Hitler’s frequent visits
to Bayreuth. With the war underway,
“Siegfried’s Funeral Music” is the favored
music for national mourning. Most damn-
ing is the revolting Goebbels-commanded
propaganda film “The Eternal Jew,” the
narration of which cites Wagner as the
source of the anti-Semitic slur, “The Jew is
the plastic demon of the decline of
mankind.” One can’t help feeling that Wag-
ner’s statements about Jews being subhu-
man had come home to roost, and that the
taint of the Holocaust on him is not entirely
unwarranted. Ross seems to acknowledge
that, but he also protests that the “Wagner-
to-Hitler” meme suggests a teleological

progression that, while perhaps conven-
ient, is dangerously simplistic. Not a single
utterance of Hitler’s includes a reference to
Wagner’s writings on the Jews, and any-
one familiar with “The Ring” knows that
the marriage of capitalism and fascism
that underlies Nazi ideology is utterly at
odds with Wagner’s anarchic societal vi-
sion. “One danger inherent in the inces-
sant linking of Wagner to Hitler,” Ross
says, “is that it hands the Führer a belated
cultural victory — exclusive possession of
the composer he loved.” As the author has
written elsewhere, “To hold Wagner in
some way responsible for Hitler trivializes
a hugely complicated historical situation;
in a sense, it takes the rest of Western civi-
lization off the hook.” It is a riddle that, like
the composer’s famous harmonies, will re-
main forever unresolved. 0
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ON THE FRONT of my laptop, I have a
sticker that reads “NEVER WORK.” Un-
fortunately, it’s not big enough to obscure
the Apple logo entirely. Once, at a cafe, a
woman sitting across from me commented
on it, seeming to agree: “If you love what
you do, you never have to work a day in
your life!”

I smiled and made some noncommittal
noise — in fact I intended the sticker lit-
erally, as a rejection of the capitalist work
ethic. But I can’t blame the woman for con-
torting it like a C.E.O. giving a TED Talk.
Even if I used my computer ex-
clusively to watch videos of cute
animals, it’s still the product of a
vast network of all the terrible
things the sticker nominally
stands against. At a smaller
scale, I suppose, so is the sticker
itself. And what’s more, I work
all the time.

Eula Biss’s new book, “Having
and Being Had,” is concerned
with “contradictions” like these.
A set of meditations on the
twisted individual experience of
class and capitalism, the book is
composed of anecdotes, minia-
ture histories and cultural criti-
cism that make up essays a page
or two long, which in turn make
up sections with titles like “Con-
sumption,” “Investment” and
“Accounting.” Biss’s point of de-
parture is her own transforma-
tion from itinerant scrounging
artist to home-owning univer-
sity teacher in a gentrifying
neighborhood. (Her last book,
2014’s “On Immunity,” was a
sharp, thorough and well-devel-
oped investigation of the titular subject,
and the implication in “Having and Being
Had” is that it garnered her enough ac-
claim to get a big advance for this book.)
The questions Biss asks here — about the
meaning of concepts like value, work,
service and capitalism, words that
“seemed to crumble” as she took her notes
— are uncomfortable, but being in a posi-
tion to ask them is not. After all, comfort-
able is “a common euphemism for being
upper-middle-class or rich.”

Not that anyone really knows what
counts as upper-middle-class or rich.
There is a sense that Biss is after some-
thing specific, even if she doesn’t know
what it is. Metaphors are tested, ironies

pressed upon. Etymologies abound, as do
precise distinctions: the difference be-
tween a privilege and a luxury, between
work, labor, service and care. “I ask the
economist I meet in the bar if he can tell me
what capitalism is,” she writes. “First he
wants to know if I’m serious.”

What she’s serious about, it slowly
comes to seem, is her own life and how to
live it. She doesn’t like it when a financial
adviser tells her that her investments
should be “aggressive,” though she listens
to him, wondering “silently if I might actu-
ally be buying other people’s futures.” Biss
may not be able to pin down capitalism, but
she knows what she wants: as much of

what she wants as is ethically possible.
Within the theoretical murk of the middle
class, clarity comes in the form of desires
— for more time to write, the ability to quit
her mildly demeaning day job, white paint
that costs $110 per gallon.

Professional artists — who are paid
completely arbitrary but potentially sig-
nificant sums to do the thing they most
want to do, by entities that range from ne-
farious to worthy — are in some ways well
situated to examine the contradictions of
class. In other ways, though, people “com-

pelled” to make art (as Biss says she is)
don’t know much about reality at all; they
are the rare, lucky individuals whose pro-
fessional lives approach the ideal that my
cafe tablemate had in mind. “That’s all I
want out of my work,” Biss writes at one
point, reflecting on a consensual master/
slave relationship that has been in the
news: “To be tied up the way I want to be
tied up.”

“Having and Being Had” is meant to be
the kind of book most authors have
dreamed of: one that does not sacrifice any
of the writer’s egalitarian, socialist princi-
ples while nevertheless earning her a hier-
archical, capitalist income, which can then

let her produce more books. “I
will sell a book — this book — to
buy myself time,” Biss writes
near the end. “My time, already
spent on writing, will pay for it-
self.”

Following this conclusion
comes a section titled “Notes,”
which outlines Biss’s goals for
the book and establishes the
“rules” she set for herself. These
include that “every piece had to
include an exchange with an-
other person” and that her re-
search had to arise from sugges-
tions from friends. These rules
were “an opportunity for me to
think about the intersection be-
tween my social capital and my
cultural capital” and an attempt
to resist “the independence, the
insularity, the security, the illu-
sion of not needing other people”
that Biss elsewhere associates
with the upper classes. This
might be called transparency,
but it seems cheap. Opposing
ideas unified in a tense symbio-
sis — double meanings, awk-
ward reversals — appear often
throughout the book. The idea is
that “Having and Being Had” is
hip enough to critique the condi-
tions of its own creation. But how

impressive is that, really, if Biss has set the
conditions of its creation precisely to cri-
tique them?

Some sections seem almost entirely
composed of quotations and paraphrases;
the contemporary scholars Lewis Hyde,
Alison Light and David Graeber, among
others, are cited so often that it seems part
of Biss’s plan to buy time had to involve
stealing it from other writers. Curated non-
fiction is popular now for the way it seems
to fit with collectivist politics; while read-
ing it I always reach a point at which I wish
I were reading the books being extensively
quoted. Over and over again, Biss asserts
how much she values time; she might have
realized some readers feel the same.
Though another of her rules is that she
“had to name specific sums whenever I
talked about money,” that doesn’t mean
she tells us if she bought the white paint. 0
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THERE WILL NEVER be one billion Ameri-
cans.

Matthew Yglesias, the author of “One
Billion Americans: The Case for Thinking
Bigger,” thinks it would be great if America
were that populous. He also admits that
there’s no real political constituency for
such a policy. Conservatives think the
country is already full, he notes, while lib-
erals tend to think the same thing about
their own towns and cities.

The question is moot, anyway. Even if ev-
erybody wanted America to grow to one bil-
lion people, it would never happen. Yglesias
himself concedes that the concept is “impos-
sible and absurd.” The arithmetic is pretty
simple: There are about 330 million Ameri-
cans right now, which means that getting to
one billion would mean adding 670 million
net new humans. For comparison, the aggre-
gate population of Mexico, Canada, Guate-
mala, Honduras and the rest of Central
America is not much more than 205 million.

To put it another way: China did manage
to grow from 330 million people to more
than one billion people, but it did so against
a backdrop of 180 years of global popula-
tion growth. With the world’s population
expected to start shrinking in about 45
years, there’s no way that the United
States is going to repeat that feat.

Why, then, write a book about an impos-
sible policy goal that few people want? The
answer, in this case, seems to be that the
“one billion Americans” conceit is a kind of
holdall into which Yglesias, a co-founder of
Vox and longtime economics journalist,
can throw an otherwise random assort-
ment of his favorite center-left policy pre-
scriptions.

The tell is simple enough: At no point
does Yglesias try to quantify the effect of
any of his preferred policies on the size of
the U.S. population, nor does he look at the
effect such policies have had in countries
where they have been implemented. He
devotes a whole chapter to “the dismal
economics of child rearing,” for instance,
wherein he proposes policies that are com-
mon in Western Europe, such as greater
subsidies for child care and tertiary educa-
tion. Those might well be noble policies to
adopt, but a glance at the European fertil-
ity rate, which is, on average, significantly
lower than the rate in this country, should
call into question the idea that such moves
would spur another baby boom.

Much the same can be said for Yglesias’
other ideas, from introducing congestion
pricing and “S trains,” which traverse cit-
ies efficiently, to promoting the immigra-
tion of skilled workers. They’ve generally
been tried elsewhere, often with positive
social results, but almost nowhere have
they been associated with significant over-
all population growth. It’s impossible to
imagine that such policies could move the
population needle in a country as huge as
this one.

This book, then, often feels as though it’s
making the weakest possible argument for
otherwise good ideas. However desirable
they are, none of the prescribed policies
are good because they will cause popula-
tion growth — and most of them wouldn’t
even do that.

Particularly odd, given the impossibility
of his goal, are the lengths to which Ygle-
sias goes to be “pragmatic” about achiev-
ing it. On immigration, for instance, he’s
happy to assuage xenophobes by being
open to fairly unrestricted immigration
from “Canada, Australia, the Anglophone
Caribbean, America’s NATO allies or some

other subset of countries that seems popu-
lar.” Would it be unfair for these immi-
grants to pay taxes without being able to
vote? Not to Yglesias, who’s willing to pro-
pose that they be forced to pay higher pay-
roll taxes than citizens do.

Setting himself an impossible task also
does weird things to Yglesias’ sense of per-
spective. “Our rate of population growth is
pretty easy to alter,” he writes, adding that
attracting skilled immigrants to places like
Toledo is “not hard” and that the problem
of population loss in Rust Belt cities “can
be easily fixed.” There’s also, he insists,
“nothing particularly difficult” about pro-
viding financial support for Americans
with children. Similarly, revamping com-
muter rail lines so that they don’t termi-
nate in city centers “isn’t hard at all.”

Indeed, when measured against the im-
possible goal of one billion Americans,
even climate change seems like a rela-
tively tractable problem. The strongest
case against massive population growth is
that 670 million new Americans, each emit-
ting 16 tons of carbon per year, would to-
gether emit some 10 billion tons of carbon

annually. That’s more than China, which is
currently the largest emitter in the world.
But Yglesias blithely asserts that “if people
were able to magically relocate them-
selves, climate change wouldn’t be nearly
as big a problem” — and declares that cli-
mate change is a technological problem,
with technological solutions. One billion
Americans, he suggests, would more rap-
idly discover technologies to “make pros-
perous lifestyles sustainable,” which in
turn would render “irrelevant” the sheer
number of prosperous Americans. Need-
less to say, he cites no climate experts in
support of this thesis.

Many economics books devote them-
selves to cataloging the world’s ills, and
then end with a curiously short “solutions”
chapter that doesn’t really solve most of
the problems in the book. “One Billion
Americans” is a novel twist on this model.
It starts with one curiously short and un-
convincing chapter on the problem of hav-
ing less than one billion Americans, and
then dives into a long catalog of solutions.
Most of them are very good ideas. But none
of them solve the problem. 0
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THE AVERAGE GROCERY stocks 32,000 dis-
tinct products. Browsing the aisles con-
sumes 2 percent of our lives. It is possible
to attribute the breakthrough popularity of
bibimbap circa 2015 to precisely seven fac-
tors. Shrimp farmers can increase yield by
severing one of each female’s eyestalks.

You may not have been aware of these
factoids. But I’d wager that every time
you’ve wheeled a cart across the threshold
of a supermarket, you have sensed their
power. When you stand before the teeming
arrays of cereals and shishito peppers in
the average megamart, you understand
that they are made possible by staggering
feats of logistics, by the mad science of Big
Ag and the marketing genius of the snack-
industrial complex.

The “dark miracle” of the modern Amer-
ican grocery store is the subject of Ben-
jamin Lorr’s new book, “The Secret Life of
Groceries,” which would have cleared the
fascination bar even before the panic shop-
ping of early Covid reminded us not to take

these spectacular behemoths for granted.
The subject is sprawling, and Lorr spent
five years filling up his reportorial cart: de-
briefing grocerymen, eating his way
through specialty food expos, riding shot-
gun with a long-haul trucker, even working
undercover in the seafood department of a
downtown Whole Foods. (There is a non-
zero chance I bought a pound of salmon
from him in the winter of 2015.)

The process left Lorr horrified and
awed, often at the same time. You might
imagine that of the five senses, taste and
sight would be the most frequently in-
voked in a book about groceries, but Lorr’s
book hits you hardest through the nose. He
opens with the unforgettable stench of an
upscale seafood display case getting its
once-every-two-months deep clean. “It is
horrible and not at all of decomposition but
of fecal waste maybe sweetened slightly,”
Lorr writes. He ranks the smell the worst
of his research, out-reeking the times he
waded through the waste lagoons of indus-
trial swine farms and stood ankle-deep in
rotting fish on a 90-degree day in Thailand.

Lorr, though, is not on an Upton Sinclair
quest to nauseate readers into changing
their consumption habits. Instead, “The
Secret Life of Groceries” is a deeply curi-
ous and evenhanded report on our national
appetites.

Lorr takes a U.S. Department of Agricul-

ture class on avian influenza — a class he
describes as “basically co-produced by
Tyson Foods, the very definition of propa-
ganda” — and then tags along as an animal
rights group infiltrates an egg factory. “I
saw terrible, weird things,” Lorr writes,
“but I left just as I entered: capable at mo-
ments of seeing it like the U.S.D.A. slides
and capable of seeing it like the vegans. It
was not filthy, nor a hellscape. It was in-
stead an intensely alien, highly functional
place for animals to live a sad short life be-
fore they were set to die.” Similarly, after
detailing the U.S. food safety regime — it’s
an awkward combination of underfunded
regulators, mercenary tort lawyers and
dubious private auditors — Lorr concludes
that the haphazard system works. Our
hamburgers are pretty safe.

I started “The Secret Life of Groceries”
expecting that more of it would take place
within the four walls of supermarkets. But
Lorr’s more far-flung chapters, tracing
supply chains and labor practices, yield
characters rendered more richly than you
often get in the pop-biz genre. There’s
Lynne, a monologue-spewing trucker with

an unfaltering work ethic and delightfully
crude manners. (She spends the first mo-
ments of their acquaintance assessing
what size Gatorade bottle Lorr will need
for on-the-highway bladder relief: “Noth-
ing in those pants looks like you’re a wide-
mouth anything.”) And there’s Julie
Busha, a condiment entrepreneur, whose
chipper determination to make combina-
tion salsa-coleslaw a thing nearly made me
believe in American exceptionalism.

Lorr has considerably less empathy for
supermarket shoppers in general, whom
he describes as “skittish and insane.” We
insist on impossible standards of quality,
price and availability, then get outraged by
the manner in which industry meets those
demands. If our grocery stores and the
systems that supply them are grotesque,
it’s because we have asked them to be.

“The great lesson of my time with gro-
ceries is that we have got the food system
we deserve,” Lorr concludes. “The adage
is all wrong; it’s not that we are what we
eat, it’s that we eat the way we are.” I fin-
ished the book, reeling a little, and reached
for some peanut butter — the generic
brand from my beloved regional grocery
chain, which cost next to nothing and is by
far the crunchiest and most delicious I
have ever encountered. 0
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LOS ANGELES IS due for a masterpiece.
Carey McWilliams’s “Southern Califor-

nia Country: An Island on the Land” — the
first of what the U.C.L.A. professor Peter
Lunenfeld rightly calls “the three most im-
portant and influential studies of Los An-
geles” — arrived 75 years ago next year.
Also next year, Reyner Banham’s “Los An-
geles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies”

will turn 50. Slightly tardy, Mike Davis’s
“City of Quartz” loomed into view a little
more than a quarter century ago. Check
your calendar, Lunenfeld slyly implies.
Make way.

Lunenfeld’s “City at the Edge of For-
ever: Los Angeles Reimagined” is a major
book about Los Angeles — unless you’re an
Angeleno. At its best, the book shares Mc-
Williams’s bountiful gift for anecdote, the
dumbfounded glee of a happy transplant
like Banham and Davis’s compassion for
those traditionally airbrushed out of the
picture.

What’s missing is a shaping idea, some
fresh thesis with which to think about the
city. In its place, Lunenfeld overworks a
flimsy metaphor, tenuously mapping the
alchemical elements of earth, air, fire, wa-
ter and aether onto his 11 chapters. Merci-
fully, he’s a sucker for a good story, even
when its relation to the stories before and
after isn’t always apparent.

In other words, this is a classic Los An-
geles residential street of a book. Instead
of Spanish Revival next door to Polynesian
fantasy, we get snide alt-weekly riffing
alongside academic theory, punctuated by
lots of delightfully shunpike Southern Cali-
fornia lore. Some passages read as if writ-
ten years apart for different conferences.
There’s nothing wrong with an essay col-
lection, of course — unless it’s posing as a
cohesive tour de force of cultural history.

Disconcerting lapses pop up along the
way. The author has F. Scott Fitzgerald
writing his Hollywood stories in the 1940s.
Alas, Fitzgerald died of a heart attack in
1940, one day before a car accident killed
his friend Nathanael West — whose “Day
of the Locust” Lunenfeld calls Los Ange-
les’s “first truly great novel,” even though
Raymond Chandler’s “The Big Sleep”
came out fully three months before. New
York fact checkers who couldn’t find Cali-
fornia with a map and a flashlight are an
old joke around here, but Lunenfeld

shouldn’t have needed rescuing in the first
place.

Of course, nit-picking is for chimps. Bad
prose is something else. Lunenfeld writes
that an “alchemical map of a Los Angeles
reimagined transmutes the elements, dia-
graming a connectionist platzgeist.” When
you hear people talk about doing away
with academic tenure, sentences like that
help explain why.

Deep into the book, though, the damned-
est thing happens. Lunenfeld gets out of

his own way for a spell, and the prose
starts to bloom. Chapter 5, for instance, his
bracingly original account of the genera-
tional leap from ’50s dads in the military to
their rock-star kids — among them Jim
Morrison and Gram Parsons — will more
than reward a masked expedition to the
bookstore. But “City at the Edge of For-
ever” remains, stubbornly, 11 chapters in
search of a book.

Lunenfeld has cribbed his title from Har-
lan Ellison’s Hugo-winning, pulpy, mind-
blowing “Star Trek” episode “City on the
Edge of Forever.” That’s the one where Dr.

McCoy goes back to the Depression and
disrupts the past, obliging Captain Kirk to
choose between putting history right or
saving the life of his newfound love.

Applied history, meanwhile — the use of
the past to understand the present — is an
expression of love. Here’s how your city
used to be, its practitioners argue, but it
doesn’t always have to be this way. Carey
McWilliams was saying, in effect: Reckon
with Los Angeles’s past. Reyner Banham
admonished us to look again at what we al-
ways thought was ugly. Mike Davis, as
good a writer as either, essentially says:
Eat the rich, if you can keep them down;
they’ve kept you down since 1542.

And what would a wiser book than Lu-
nenfeld’s say about today’s unequal, un-
affordable, still somehow unforsakeable
Los Angeles? Jim Morrison in “Roadhouse
Blues” had it about right: Save our city. 0
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IN 1981, a doctor in a small mill town in
Maine read a study suggesting that
prostate and colon cancers in his commu-
nity were nearly double the national aver-
age. Spooked, he brought the research to
the board of directors at the local hospital;
they ignored it. A few years later, a survey
conducted by the Maine Department of
Health suggested that the town, Rumford,
had an especially high incidence of cancer,
aplastic anemia and lung disease. The
state epidemiologist insisted that the data
were inconclusive. In 1991, a TV news se-
ries christened the area “Cancer Valley”
because of the number of people there who
had been diagnosed with a rare form of
lymphoma. Doc Martin, as the local doctor

was known, got a call from the Dana-Far-
ber Cancer Institute in Boston. Why, the in-
stitute wanted to know, were “all these
kids with cancer” coming from Rumford?

Martin believed the high cancer rate
was caused by dioxin produced by the pa-
per mill. (Dioxin, the generic name for a
family of 75 related compounds, is an unin-
tentional byproduct of the paper bleaching
process.) For the rest of his life, Martin
toiled to bring attention to the problem. He
shared his concerns with his fellow resi-
dents, wrote editorials, implored officials
at the mill and the hospital to investigate,
and appealed to local, state and federal leg-
islators. In the end, his career was demol-
ished. The I.R.S., the state board of medi-
cine, the state Medicaid program and
Medicare all audited him; his bank told
him he was unwelcome; and the Rumford
Hospital terminated his affiliation. Then
he died of cancer, too.

In “Mill Town: Reckoning With What
Remains,” Kerri Arsenault documents Doc
Martin’s passionate and largely fruitless
attempts to expose the mill’s role in mak-
ing his patients sick, along with the efforts
of a handful of other residents and scien-
tists who also tried, over the years, to hold
the company to account, even as its own-
ers denied responsibility. Arsenault grew
up in Mexico, a small town adjacent to
Rumford, and she structures the book as a
memoir, interweaving the story of the mill
with her personal history and that of her
Acadian family, who have lived in the area
for generations. (Acadia was a French col-
ony that spanned eastern Canada’s Mari-
time Provinces and parts of Maine. In 1755,
during the French and Indian War, the
British expelled the Acadians from the re-

gion in what is now considered an ethnic
cleansing.) Arsenault’s narrative follows
the path of her research, beginning with
her interest in her family’s genealogy and
branching out into explorations of the ar-
ea’s social and environmental plight.

Much of the book’s substance comes
from interviews Arsenault conducted with
residents. From the elderly Dot Bernard,
she learns of the mill’s preference for hir-
ing old men to work in the bleach room: “At
first,” Bernard explains, “I thought the mill
hired the older guys due to their experi-
ence or because it was a special job.” But
the real reason, Bernard believes, was that
the company didn’t want to care for
“young guys who got sick”; it was cheaper
to hire the aged, who’d retire soon and die
shortly after. Arsenault’s grandfather
worked in the bleach room; he died of met-
astatic stomach cancer not long after he
retired. Bernard herself had cancer for
more than 11 years; she died before Arse-
nault’s book was finished. When Arsenault
asks why she never spoke publicly about
her observations, the old woman says she
didn’t want to cause problems.

“Mill Town” is preoccupied with a poi-
sonous irony: Rumford’s citizens live and
work in a place that makes them unwell,
yet they cling to their jobs with prideful ob-
stinacy, ignoring patterns of illness, swal-
lowing the mill’s denials and accepting
their lot with a collective shrug that Arse-
nault, once she learns the extent of the can-
cer and the mill’s likely responsibility for it,
finds mysterious and troubling. Why had
her family, her friends, her acquaintances
been so incurious, so passive, about the
jobs on which they depended? She doesn’t
spare herself from the accusation of com-
plicity: Why had it taken her so long to
wake up?

Yet, as she soon realizes, the answer to
her questions is bound up in their very for-
mulation. Rumford relies wholly on the
mill. Few have questioned the bargain that
asked them to trade physical health for
economic well-being because nobody has
a choice about whether to accept it. The
residents’ adversary is too powerful, their
need too great. The founder of the Rum-
ford mill, Hugh Chisholm, also co-founded
International Paper, which remains the
largest paper company in the world. (The
Rumford mill has had multiple owners
over the years; it was purchased two years
ago by ND Paper, a subsidiary of the Chi-
nese conglomerate Nine Dragons.)

The scale of the problem and of the po-
tential malfeasance could not be grander
or more terrifying. Toward the end of the
book, Arsenault interviews Stephen
Lester, the science director at the Center
for Health, Environment and Justice,
about dioxin. Why, she asks, did nobody
seem concerned about the pollutant, when
everything she found indicated it was a
“critical health issue”? The Environmen-
tal Protection Agency doesn’t even list it as
a carcinogen. Lester explains that the

E.P.A. had performed two studies on
dioxin: a cancer risk assessment and one
that dealt with other health risks. The for-
mer was damning: It determined that “ex-
posure to any amount of dioxin increased
the risks of getting cancer,” Arsenault
writes. But the agency published these
findings only in draft form; when, years
later, it released the non-cancer risk as-
sessment, it announced that the cancer
risk study was still being finalized. In
Lester’s account, the agency has no inten-
tion of publishing it. Doing so would be far
too explosive: “If the E.P.A. used cancer
risk rate data to determine how much

dioxin would be allowed in food,” he tells
Arsenault, “you wouldn’t be able to buy a
McDonald’s hamburger” — nearly all ani-
mal products, in other words, contain lev-
els exceeding what would be deemed ac-
ceptable.

Is the E.P.A.’s failure to publish the study
a smoking gun? Arsenault claims she can’t
really say. Because there are so many fac-
tors to consider, including other envi-
ronmental triggers and people’s behavior
and family histories, it’s nearly impossible
to establish a causal relationship between
the mill’s pollution and the incidence of
cancer in Rumford. Arsenault comments
repeatedly on the intractability of her ma-
terial. Over the decades, numerous scien-
tific studies in the area were abandoned.
She could find no centralized storehouse of
data. The evidence she could track down
rarely appeared definitive. The book’s pen-

ultimate chapter finds her hunkered down
in a basement room at the Maine Depart-
ment of Environmental Protection, franti-
cally scanning a pile of ancient and disor-
ganized files.

By trade neither a scientist nor a science
journalist, Arsenault is candid about her
difficulties in making sense of her subject:
“There’s no end to what I don’t know, can’t
know, can’t translate, won’t ever have the
time or capacity to understand,” she la-
ments. But while she questions her wis-
dom in embarking on the project, she
seems never to question the shape of the
project itself. Casting her handicap as a

virtue, she implies that her struggles dem-
onstrate how hard it is for an ordinary citi-
zen to access reliable information about
environmental standards or corporate
practices. Furthermore, as she makes
clear, her ambition is not merely to reveal
facts; she is concerned with human suffer-
ing: “How to chart that?”

Arsenault is nothing if not an earnest
writer. Yet the stakes are so high that this
murkiness about her task — Is she an in-
vestigative journalist or a memoirist? And
whose story, exactly, is she telling? — is
unfortunate. Not treating the book as
purely investigatory means she doesn’t
have to establish anything definite. Not
treating it as pure memoir means she can
abandon character and drama as it suits
her. I don’t fault her for getting diverted by
her family tree, by the illnesses of her
neighbors. Their trials deserve to be
known. But a story rived by cover-ups and
uncertainty is only further muddled by
meditations on the uncertain nature of sto-
rytelling. We’ll just have to wait for the ex-
posé containing incontrovertible evidence
that leads to the lawsuit that finally brings
about change. 0
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are no simple wars, of course, but the Co-
lombian conflict is as intricate as they
come. In 2016, the country went to the polls
to approve or reject a peace agreement,
painstakingly negotiated over four years
by representatives of the government and
the Marxist-Leninist FARC guerrillas. It
was yet another attempt at ending a 50-
year war that had killed, wounded, dis-
placed or traumatized around eight million
people.

Over the years, the agents of violence
(as well as their motivations) had multi-
plied: Against the backdrop of the guerril-
las’ atrocities, right-wing paramilitaries
massacred entire villages, soldiers in the
army murdered innocent civilians and
called them enemy fighters to inflate body
counts, and common criminals fought over
control of the drug trade — which financed
both the guerrillas and the paramilitaries
and corrupted everyone, from law enforce-
ment to congressmen. After the country
sought U.S. aid in 1999, American military
and technological assistance entered the
landscape, and were still very much there
in the months preceding the 2016 referen-
dum. This is the all-too-real garden Klay
has chosen for his imaginary toads.

“Missionaries” investigates the lives of
four characters leading up to that critical
year. Two Colombians and two Americans:
Abel, a paramilitary foot soldier, victim
and perpetrator of violence, trying to get a
second chance at life; Juan Pablo, a lieu-
tenant colonel in the Colombian Army to
whom war has given a sense of purpose
and also a measure of frustration; Mason,
an American Special Forces liaison, once a
medic in Afghanistan and a witness to mul-
tiple kinds of horror; and Lisette, the afore-
mentioned journalist, whose ambiguities
and deep-seated contradictions (her
strange mixture of cynicism and naïveté,
of curiosity and skepticism) make her, to
my mind, the most interesting character in
the book.

All four are damaged beings meeting in
a damaged place; building a coherent nov-
el out of such chaos-prone material re-
quires order, structure, architecture. Klay
is very disciplined, giving his characters
regular turns at the microphone to tell
their stories before having their paths
cross in the novel’s version of hell: a small
town in northern Colombia where all the
forces of this particular war, including its
politics, have come to clash.

A transformation comes halfway
through the book, and the novel then feels
like a different creature. After the Co-
lombian Army kills a high-ranking drug
dealer using U.S. technology and tactics,
the town becomes a place “where the sec-

ond- and third-order consequences of the
use of force” come suddenly alive. To
watch these machineries at work is one of
the pleasures “Missionaries” offers: first
the illusion of control, then its slow unrav-
eling, and finally the unintended (and in-
visible, for most participants) costs of in-
tervention in a society where violence is
shape-shifting.

We leave behind the first-person narra-
tives that read almost like a series of con-
fessions, and we move to the third-person
voice that dominates the rest of the novel.
It is a risky decision, flirting at times with
the diction and style of conventional
thrillers. But what the novel loses in inti-
macy and introspectiveness, it makes up
for in speed and breadth. It opens its arms
to embrace a wider, richer take on the Co-
lombian conflict, moving with ease from in-
nocent students concerned with human
rights to guerrilleras who have been raped
to gang leaders vying for power.

Klay is fascinated by the diversity of hu-
man experience under extreme violence.
“Violent people are boring people,” says a
Colombian activist in the novel; if she’s
right — and I’m not certain that she is — it
is only because most violent people don’t
enjoy the privilege of having their stories
told by caring fiction writers. On the other
hand, those who suffer and survive vio-
lence are infinitely interesting, and “Mis-
sionaries” is attentive to their internal

mechanisms, their social context, their
psychological scars, while conceding that
their experience is to some degree incom-
municable, that language has its limita-
tions.

More than once, this concern rises to the
novel’s surface. Lisette is conscious in Af-
ghanistan that war is inseparable from its
narrative, that it changes depending on the
spin. Abel, the young Colombian mili-
tiaman, grapples with the words that
would convey his experience being tor-
tured with a rag soaked in gasoline and
soap: “I could say, ‘Fire spread inside
Abelito’s skull and lungs.’ I could say, ‘His
nose and throat felt as though they were
being burst open from inside.’ . . . But this is
not helpful.” Mason, in his days as an
American medic, hears a similar senti-
ment. “The sad thing about what we do,”
his team sergeant tells him, “is that we go
home to our wife and kids and know that
we can never really explain this to them,
what it’s like to do this job. That they’ll
never understand.” Making us understand
is, of course, one of fiction’s main tasks.

In an essay written in 1959, Gabriel
García Márquez berates Colombian nov-
elists for their obsessive depictions of the

political massacres of the previous decade.
They failed to realize, he writes, that the
novel they were after “was not to be found
in the dead, whose guts had been spilled,
but in the living, who had to sweat ice in
their hiding place, knowing that with every
heartbeat they ran the risk of being gutted
themselves.” Early in “Missionaries,” the
rebellious mayor of a small town is tied to a
piano and chainsawed in half by Abel’s
paramilitary squad; later, Mason recalls
tending to a wounded comrade, trying to
close his abdomen to keep his entrails ster-
ile. The novel, of course, is not about the
mayor’s guts or the wounded soldier’s, but
about Abel and Mason, scarred by what
they have witnessed. What do you do with
the horror you have seen? How do you use
it to survive? Such questions inform some
of the novel’s best pages.

“Missionaries” is a courageous book: It
doesn’t shy away, as so much fiction does,
from the real world of local politics, often
including real names and events, never
making any concessions to a reader’s po-
tential impatience with all things foreign.
It never simplifies; it doesn’t even try to
streamline the situation. We do feel, how-
ever, Klay’s restlessness about how much
information to give — and his preoccupa-
tion with the adequate tools to give it. This
authorial anxiety occasionally leads to
problematic narrative choices. In one elo-
quent moment, the reader will blink twice
before accepting that a Colombian con-

gresswoman, discussing Colombian crimi-
nal gangs with a Colombian military offi-
cer, would reach for this piece of peda-
gogy: “If the Urabeños are Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq, then Jefferson and his Mil
Jesúses are ISIS. You understand?” The
analogy flies over the officer’s head and
reaches the non-Colombian reader, for
whose sole benefit it was spoken.

BUT THESE ARE minor flaws in a novel no-
table for its empathy and its curiosity (in
the shape of voracious research), and for
its cleareyed observation of war in the 21st
century: this globalized war, carried out all
over the world by migrant warriors. They
can be interventionists or mercenaries,
they can be idealists or cynics, but they
fight, administer or narrate these wars
with little command over one crucial fact:
Violence poisons everything. It continues
unabated in Colombia years after the
peace agreement, which was rejected by
voters after a divisive campaign full of lies
and misinformation, then renegotiated
and approved by Congress. The issue still
polarizes the country.

Is there such a thing as a “good war,” like
the one Mason seeks? “Missionaries” is
skeptical at best; it does believe, however,
in fiction’s ability to illuminate these dark
places. And so the novel goes on, un-
deterred, exploring and revealing whole
human worlds that would remain inacces-
sible without it. 0
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the Ruins.”
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COMING DOWN TO Mexico’s Pacific shore
one summer day in 1573, a merchant
named Pero Ximénez saw something re-
markable — “ships,” he told Spanish co-
lonial officials, “of Turks or Moors.” Surely
there was some mistake. But just weeks
later, a report came of “seven vassals of the
Great Turk, all men of the sea, the spies of
the princes,” walking as bold as brass
around the plaza of the town of Purifi-
cación. Sent to investigate,
Spain’s Crown Agent con-
cluded that “Turks or Moors”
were indeed plotting with Na-
tive Americans to overthrow
Christian rule.

What sounds foolish today —
Turks invading Mexico — did
not seem so in 1573. When
Spaniards sailed the 13,000
miles from Cadiz to Java, they
found Muslims all along the

way. Was it really so silly to sus-
pect that Islam had crossed the
Pacific too? Today we know
that the only Muslims in the
Americas were the West Afri-
can slaves Spain had been im-
porting since 1501, but the con-
quistadors were never quite
sure. Hernan Cortés claimed to
have seen over 400 mosques
while making war on the Az-
tecs.

In “God’s Shadow,” Alan Mi-
khail, a leading historian of Ot-
toman Turkey, makes two
claims. The first, and less con-
troversial, is that 16th-century Christians
saw everything, including the Americas,
through the lens of their struggle against
Islam. When Columbus crossed the Atlan-
tic in 1492, the very year that Spain’s rulers
destroyed Iberia’s last Muslim kingdom,
he assured his royal patrons that his voy-
ages were merely continuations of their
anti-Islamic crusade. His aim in getting to
Asia was to find the Mongol Grand Khan
(widely believed to be pro-Christian) and
talk him into a great pincer attack on Jeru-
salem. Even when Spaniards realized that
the lands on the far side of the Atlantic
were a New World, not Asia, the habit of

seeing it in Turkish terms proved hard to
shake. Many conquistadors had cut their
teeth killing Turks in the Mediterranean
and, after slaughtering Aztecs and Incas,
plenty came home to fight the Turks some
more. We should not be surprised that so
many felt that fighting dark-skinned infi-
dels in America was much the same as
fighting them in Europe, Asia or Africa.

“God’s Shadow” is full of fine details of
this cross-cultural encounter, but its most
arresting aspect is Mikhail’s second claim:
that “the Ottoman Empire made our mod-
ern world.” He calls his book “a revisionist

account . . . demonstrating Islam’s constit-
uent role in forming some of the most fun-
damental aspects of the history of Europe,
the Americas and the United States.” From
it, he says, “a bold new world history
emerges, one that overturns shibboleths
that have held sway for a millennium.
Whether politicians, pundits and tradi-
tional historians like it or not, the world we
inhabit is very much an Ottoman one.”

This is strong stuff although, in a way,
the traditional historians might agree. Al-
most all accept that the high tolls that the
Turks charged on caravans bringing Asian
luxury goods through their empire encour-
aged Europeans to build better ships and
find maritime routes to India. Saying that,
however, does not prove that the Ottoman
Empire was either a sufficient or a neces-

sary condition for the making of our mod-
ern world; that requires asking the coun-
terfactual question (one that cannot really
be answered) of what Europeans would
have done if the Ottoman Empire had
never existed. Turkish tolls and military
aggression incentivized 15th-century Ibe-
rians to invest in new kinds of ships, but
should we assume that without the Otto-
mans, Europeans would never have got
around to building them? Absent Islam,
Columbus probably wouldn’t have sailed
West in 1492; but just eight years later, Pe-
dro Cabral bumped into Brazil anyway,

while trying to pick up the winds to take
him around Africa’s southern tip. Seaborne
trade with India would have been more
profitable than the overland route, even if
the latter had been tax-free; so would there
really have been no Cabral without the Ot-
tomans? Or was Turkey’s role in Europe’s
conquest of the Americas actually just to
speed it up by a few years?

Mikhail steers clear of such guesswork,
and instead makes his case by devoting the
bulk of his book to a biographical account
of Selim the Grim (reigned 1512-20), a par-

ticularly terrifying Ottoman sultan who
murdered his half brothers (which was, ad-
mittedly, normal sultanic behavior) and
deposed and probably murdered his father
(which wasn’t). Selim also conquered ev-
erything from Syria to Algeria, and in-
flicted a devastating defeat on Persia. Mi-
khail sometimes struggles to integrate this
story smoothly with his tale of the Span-
iards in America; there is maybe too much
detail on Selim’s campaigns, and some of
the linkages, like the parallels Mikhail
draws between Selim’s death and Mon-
tezuma’s (both in 1520), feel strained. How-

ever, the story is always inter-
esting. Who would not want to
know about the history of Yem-
eni coffee or the olive-oil
wrestlers of Edirne?

Mikhail builds on this narra-
tive to suggest that Selim’s
contribution to the making of
our modern world went well
beyond just incentivizing Eu-
ropeans to cross the oceans.
Pero Ximénez only imagined
seeing Turkish ships off the
Mexican coast but, Mikhail be-
lieves, Selim did come close to
sending them there. In 1518, he
seemed poised to overrun the
whole of North Africa. “If Se-
lim had captured Morocco,”
Mikhail says, “he would have
completely reforged the his-
tory of the world,” because “if
Morocco were made Ottoman,
God’s shadow could stretch
into the Atlantic — and per-
haps even cross that ocean.”

Mikhail reads this into two of
the anecdotes he tells about
the grim sultan. The first de-
scribes the Ottoman captain
Piri Reis showing Selim the
first vaguely realistic map of
the world in 1517. The story
runs that Selim tore the map in
two, keeping the piece showing
the Old World but giving the
New World back to Piri. The
second story, though, says that

three years later, an interpreter named Ali
Bey presented Selim with another world
map. This time, instead of tearing it in two,
the sultan had a secretary cross out all its
Italian and Latin names and replace them
with Turkish ones. “Surely,” Mikhail con-
cludes, “Selim now imagined that virtually
all of the territories on the western portion
of Piri’s map — the half that survives, the
half that he previously chose to ignore —
could be his. . . . He intended to make the
whole world Ottoman.”

Four months later, Selim was dead, so
we will never know. But had Alan Mikhail
not written “God’s Shadow,” I suspect that
few of us would even have asked the ques-
tion. The highest praise for a history book
is that it makes you think about things in a
new way. 0

The Sultan at the Center of the World
How much of modernity was shaped by the Ottoman Empire?

By IAN MORRIS

GOD’S SHADOW
Sultan Selim, His Ottoman
Empire, and the Making of the
Modern World
By Alan Mikhail

Illustrated. 496 pp. Liveright Pub-

lishing. $39.95.
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What sounds foolish today —
Turks invading Mexico — did
not seem so in 1573.

IAN MORRIS is the author of “Why the West
Rules — for Now: The Patterns of the Past
and What They Reveal About the Future.”

Map of the Ottoman Empire, 1570.
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JOURNALISTS FACE several major threats:
the collapse of print- and advertising-
based business models, the proliferation of
misinformation on social media, under-
mined trust in institutions, and a president
who has anointed them the “enemy of the
people.” A separate challenge has emerged
in response to these threats that is also
vexing. Among certain culturally influen-
tial citizens, esteem for the mainstream
press has risen to the point where they
consider publications and reporters part of
the #Resistance — which they are not, and
which risks obscuring the values that
might secure their sustainable future.

Two new books are likely to help miti-
gate these threats and inspire budding
journalists to join their school newspapers,
as did the movies “All the President’s Men”
and “The Paper.” More valuably, though,
both are designed to train future non-jour-
nalists to consume the news avidly, re-
sponsibly and without fear or favor.

Linda Barrett Osborne, formerly of the
Library of Congress Publishing Office,
puts her cards on the table with the title
“Guardians of Liberty.” Yet her survey of
the seesaw between freedom of the press
and government clampdowns, focused on
federal law and the Supreme Court, is most

passionate about the clear practical advan-
tages of a free news media for democracy’s
functioning. Her lodestar is Oliver Wendell
Holmes Jr., the Supreme Court justice who
in a famous dissent wrote, “Every idea is
an incitement,” and meant it in a good way.

The book also touches on illuminating,
less-known episodes such as the American
press’s skepticism about the government’s
party line during the Korean War, and the
1988 Supreme Court decision that contin-
ues to withhold First Amendment protec-
tions from high school journalists.

It does conclude with President Trump’s
denigrations, which, Osborne stresses, are
more than rhetorical. But her emphasis re-
mains on consumers’ tendency, facilitated
by the internet, to seek out only news
sources they agree with. “Although fake
news can induce both fear and patriotism,”
she writes, “it has been traditionally used
to sell newspapers — and now, to draw
more readers to postings on websites.”

Robin Terry Brown’s “Breaking the
News,” written in consultation with sev-
eral journalism luminaries, is laid out the
way magazines used to be, with captivat-
ing images, bite-size fact-filled blurbs and
intuitive design. It’s a splash of cold water
on the face to read about incentives that
lead social media companies to take a soft
line on misinformation, literally explained
as to a child: “Experts say social media
posts that generate strong emotions or in-
clude bizarre stories are among the most
common to ‘go viral.’”

The book’s didactic style (“Look out for
these signs that a story could be biased”)
conveys what the media landscape has be-
come, as when Rachel Maddow’s and Sean
Hannity’s respective takes on Trump’s pro-
posed border wall are juxtaposed. (An-
other tip: “If the host has a giant person-
ality and talks a lot more than anyone else,
that’s a big clue that you are watching an
opinion show.”)

In sync with “Guardians of Liberty,”
“Breaking the News” urges young people
to leave their social media feeds and “read
reliable news and information from many
different sources.” Journalists may or may
not appreciate your affection, but what
they need is the trust and interest of those
not already inclined to idolize them. 0

By MARC TRACY

MARC TRACY covers print and digital media for
The Times.

Children’s Books

Tomorrow’s Newshounds

GUARDIANS OF LIBERTY
Freedom of the Press and the 
Nature of News
By Linda Barrett Osborne

208 pp. Abrams. $18.99.

(Ages 10 to 14)

BREAKING THE NEWS
What’s Real, What’s Not, and Why the
Difference Matters
By Robin Terry Brown

160 pp. National Geographic Kids. $19.99.

(Ages 10 to 14)

THE ESSAYS, stories, poems and letters
commissioned by Wade Hudson and Cher-
yl Willis Hudson for “The Talk” focus on
preparing children for a world that can be
bewildering and hostile. Written before
2020 began its assault, they only gain rele-
vance as we close in on a heated presiden-
tial election. They also make plain that the
hard conversations we all need to have
about race are part of a broad reckoning
with our nation’s history.

The book’s black-and-white images
project love and support. In Nikki Grimes’s
poem “Tough Tuesday,” an encounter with
a hateful adult sends a girl “into the blan-
ket / of my mother’s arms,” which Erin K.
Robinson’s illustration shows are as sooth-
ing and empowering as the mother’s
words. April Harrison’s illustration for
“Ten” matches the urgent calm of Tracey
Baptiste’s traffic-stop story, in which the
narrator tells her child 10 rules to follow.

Other pieces note the interconnected-
ness of our past, present and future. Der-
rick Barnes’s “Handle Your Business” fea-
tures an 8-year-old who responds to his
classmates’ and teacher’s insensitivity by
educating them about his ancestors. Meg

Medina’s “Hablar” finds a parent pressing
her child to speak Spanish despite hearing
“This is America! Speak our language!”
from strangers: “It is what binds you . . . to
all the hard journeys that were made to get
us here.” Adam Gidwitz’s “Our Inher-

itance” imagines the conversation he will
have with his daughter when she’s 10 about
working to change the unfair systems from
which they themselves have benefited.

The author and illustrator Christopher
Myers concludes the book with “Mazes,”
linking current injustices to an ancient
story. His Minotaur narrator laments how
many benign entities have been treated as
mortal threats: “foreign hordes, creeping
perils, hidden dangers, all of them, all of us,
some sort of monster in their hero factory.”

By contrast, “This Is Your Brain on Ster-
eotypes,” written, illustrated and published
by Canadians, seems almost alien in its up-
beat perspective. With amiable authority,
Tanya Lloyd Kyi explains how natural it is
for humans to “sort and label the world
around us,” and what dire consequences
can occur when we put people into catego-
ries that weaken their social standing, as
witnessed by the horrors of Nazi Germany.
Alongside Drew Shannon’s colorful illus-
trations, she encapsulates key sociological
and scientific research on racism and ster-
eotyping. She touches on bias-related prob-
lems like the underrepresentation of wom-
en in STEM fields, disparities in medical

care and high rates of police shootings of
unarmed Black men.

American readers may wish for more
discussion of these issues in the context of
systemic bias, but Kyi gravitates toward
concrete examples of positive change. In
Winnipeg, Manitoba, for instance, new
emergency-room procedures were institut-
ed following the death of an Indigenous
man who wasn’t examined because staff
assumed he was drunk or homeless.

Her tips for individual action are simi-
larly practical, but worlds apart from the
challenges Americans face as biases
spread viruslike through the populace. 0

By ABBY McGANNEY NOLAN

ABBY MCGANNEY NOLAN writes about children’s
books, American history and popular culture.
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THE TALK
Conversations About Race, Love & Truth
Edited by Wade Hudson and Cheryl Willis

Hudson

160 pp. Crown. $16.99.

(Ages 10 to 12)

THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON STEREOTYPES
How Science Is Tackling Unconscious Bias
By Tanya Lloyd Kyi 

Illustrated by Drew Shannon

88 pp. Kids Can Press. $16.99.

(Ages 11 to 14)
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WHAT WERE WE THINKING: A Brief Intellectual
History of the Trump Era, by Carlos Lozada. (Simon
& Schuster, $28.) Lozada, The Washington Post’s
Pulitzer-winning book critic, set out to read every-
thing he could about the Trump era, and concluded
that the books that matter most right now are the
ones ennobling a national re-examination. His own
book is crisp, engaging and very smart.

WHAT ARE YOU GOING THROUGH, by Sigrid Nunez.
(Riverhead, $26.) In this absorbing novel, Nunez tells
the simplest of stories — about a woman accompa-
nying a terminally ill friend through her last months
— and expands it into an exploration of the largest
of themes: the realities of living and dying in this
world and how we feel about both.

THE WEIRDEST PEOPLE IN THE WORLD: How the
West Became Psychologically Peculiar and Par-
ticularly Prosperous, by Joseph Henrich. (Farrar,
Straus & Giroux. $35.) Henrich combines evidence
from his own lab with the work of dozens of collabo-
rators across multiple fields to make an ambitious
case for the distinctiveness of Western psychology.

JACK, by Marilynne Robinson. (Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
$27.) This uplifting addition to Robinson’s numinous
Gilead series centers on an interracial romance in
postwar St. Louis that was hinted at but not ampli-
fied in the three books that preceded it. The lovers,
Jack and Della, find hope and truth in each other,
even as the world conspires to keep them apart.

HIS VERY BEST: Jimmy Carter, a Life, by Jonathan
Alter. (Simon & Schuster, $37.50.) Turned out of office
after one term amid a cratering economy and a
shambles of a foreign policy, deemed too conserva-
tive by liberals and too liberal by conservatives,
Carter has been orphaned by biographers. In this
generous and analytically rigorous work, Alter looks
to change that.

MY TIME TO SPEAK: Reclaiming Ancestry and
Confronting Race, by Ilia Calderón. (Atria, $27.)
Beginning with an interview with a Ku Klux Klan
leader who threatened her life, the Univision anchor
turns the camera on herself. Race is a central theme
in her inspiring memoir of breaking barriers and
refusing to be silenced.

ONCE I WAS YOU: A Memoir of Love and Hate in a
Torn America, by Maria Hinojosa. (Atria, $28.) In
telling her life story, the Mexican-American anchor
of NPR’s “Latino USA” delivers both a memoir and a
manifesto. The narrative is chiseled by points of
convergence between her own story and the history
of immigration in this country.

MONEY: The True Story of a Made-Up Thing, by
Jacob Goldstein. (Hachette, $28.) With shrewd obser-
vations and snappy anecdotes, Goldstein, a host of
NPR’s “Planet Money,” shows how currency may be
humanity’s most successful fiction: an i.o.u. that
promises the holder nothing but more paper money.

WHO GETS IN AND WHY: A Year Inside College
Admissions, by Jeffrey Selingo. (Scribner, $28.)
Selingo challenges the facade of meritocracy in his
absorbing examination of America’s obsession with
getting into college. Schools, he argues persuasively,
are looking out for their own interests, not yours.

Editors’ Choice / Staff Picks From the Book Review

The full reviews of these and other recent books
are online: nytimes.com/books
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 1  1THE RETURN, by Nicholas Sparks. (Grand Central)  A doctor serving in the Navy in 

Afghanistan goes back to North Carolina where two women change his life.

 2  1BATTLE GROUND, by Jim Butcher. (Ace)  The 17th book in the Dresden Files series. Harry 

must save Chicago from destruction by the Last Titan.

 3 3 3THE EVENING AND THE MORNING, by Ken Follett. (Viking)  In a prequel to “The Pillars of 

the Earth,” a boatbuilder, a Norman noblewoman and a monk live in England under attack 

by the Welsh and the Vikings.

 4  1VIOLET BENT BACKWARDS OVER THE GRASS, by Lana Del Rey. (Simon & Schuster)  A 

collection of poems by the singer and songwriter.

 5 1 2THE BOOK OF TWO WAYS, by Jodi Picoult. (Ballantine)  After surviving a plane crash, a 

death doula travels to Egypt to reconnect with an old flame who is an archaeologist.

 6 2 2THE COAST-TO-COAST MURDERS, by James Patterson and J.D. Barker. (Little, Brown)  A 

detective and an F.B.I. agent are baffled by a cross-country killing spree.

 7 5 3VINCE FLYNN: TOTAL POWER, by Kyle Mills. (Emily Bestler/Atria)  When America’s power 

grid is shut down, Mitch Rapp goes after a cyber terrorist.

 8 7 4ANXIOUS PEOPLE, by Fredrik Backman. (Atria)  A failed bank robber holds a group of 

strangers hostage at an apartment open house.

 9 6 18THE VANISHING HALF, by Brit Bennett. (Riverhead)  The lives of twin sisters who run away 

from a Southern Black community at age 16 diverge as one returns and the other takes 

on a different racial identity but their fates intertwine.

 10  1A DEADLY EDUCATION, by Naomi Novik. (Del Rey)  While others expect a dark sorceress 

to cause damage, she has other plans.

 1  1THE MEANING OF MARIAH CAREY, by Mariah Carey with Michaela Angela Davis. (Andy 

Cohen/Holt)  The career highlights, public life and private struggles of the singer and 

songwriter.

 2 1 3RAGE, by Bob Woodward. (Simon & Schuster)  Based on 17 on-the-record interviews 

with President Trump and other reporting, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist details the 

president’s perspective on multiple crises.

 3 5 9CASTE, by Isabel Wilkerson. (Random House)  The Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist 

reveals a rigid hierarchy in America today.

 4 4 4KILLING CRAZY HORSE, by Bill O’Reilly and Martin Dugard. (Holt)  The ninth book in the 

conservative commentator’s Killing series focuses on conflicts with Native Americans.

 5  1TRUMPTY DUMPTY WANTED A CROWN, by John Lithgow. (Chronicle Prism)  A second 

illustrated collection of poems chronicling and satirizing current events.

 6 2 4MY OWN WORDS, by Ruth Bader Ginsburg with Mary Hartnett and Wendy W. Williams. 

(Simon & Schuster)  A collection of articles and speeches by the Supreme Court justice.

 7 7 30UNTAMED, by Glennon Doyle. (Dial)  The activist and public speaker describes her journey 

of listening to her inner voice.

 8 6 4DISLOYAL, by Michael Cohen. (Skyhorse)  An account of President Trump’s business 

empire, political campaign and presidential administration by his former personal attorney.

 9  1WHERE LAW ENDS, by Andrew Weissmann. (Random House)  A former lead prosecutor in 

the special counsel’s office gives his account of the investigation into the 2016 election.

 10 13 28WHITE FRAGILITY, by Robin DiAngelo. (Beacon Press)  Historical and cultural analyses on 

what causes defensive moves by white people and how this inhibits cross-racial dialogue.

Fiction Nonfiction
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Best Sellers For the complete best-seller lists, visit
nytimes.com/books/best-sellers
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Story Doula Jodi Picoult was getting
ready for the evening’s virtual event — a
conversation with Kevin Kwan — when
she got a call from her editor, letting her
know that her 27th novel, “The Book of

Two Ways,” had de-
buted at No. 1 on the
hardcover fiction list.
“It was a really nice
moment in a really
bad year,” says the
veteran author. “I was
terrified about publish-
ing a book during a
pandemic, but this one
has rejiggered itself in
my mind to be perfect
pandemic reading.”

Ten years ago, when
Picoult’s son was majoring in Egyptol-
ogy at Yale, he translated the “Book of
Two Ways,” which is a 4,000-year-old
road map to the underworld. She says,
“I walked by him, looked at the title and
said, ‘Great name for a novel.’” She did
some digging and learned that the mys-
tical text was all about choices: “The
deceased could take either a land route
or a water route to get to the field of
offerings, which is the ancient Egyptian
version of heaven. No matter which path
you took, you wound up where you were
supposed to be.”

That’s when the wheels started turn-
ing. Picoult envisioned a middle-aged
woman who braces for impact as her
plane is crashing and is surprised by
what flashes before her eyes. Instead of
the life she’s on her way home to — in
Boston, married to a guy named Brian,
working as a death doula — she sees the
life she thought she’d have: with a ca-
reer in Egyptology, in love with a man
she hasn’t seen in 15 years. “She has to
decide: What do I do with this informa-
tion?” says Picoult, who scheduled a
research trip to Egypt and had to cancel
it because of the Arab Spring. She put
the idea aside.

At her son’s wedding four years ago,
Picoult struck up a conversation with his
thesis adviser, a renowned Egyptologist:
“I said, ‘I still want to write that book,’
and she said, ‘I’ll take you to Egypt.’”
Picoult also immersed herself in the
world of death doulas — “They help
people journey out of this world the way
a birth doula helps someone journey into
it” — and then worked on “The Book of
Two Ways” while on book tour in 2018.
(“I remember I had this weird meta
moment on a plane, writing about a
plane going down.”)

Now at No. 5, the novel is now in its
second week as a best seller. Picoult
says the response has been heartening:
“People who have lost relatives to Covid
have said this book has been very heal-
ing for them, and transformative. We’re
all thinking about what we’ve lost. We’re
all imagining a world where this isn’t
happening.” 0

Inside the List
ELISABETH EGAN

‘We’re all
imagining a
world where
this isn’t
happening.’

L.E.L.: The Lost Life and Mysteri-
ous Death of the “Female Byron,”
by Lucasta Miller. (Anchor, 432 pp.,
$20.) ”Is the ingénue a good writer,
or is she just a good character?”
Claire Jarvis asked in her review of
this biography of a prolific 19th-
century Romantic, Letitia Elizabeth
Landon (pen name L.E.L.). In
Landon’s case, the latter more than
suffices. While painting herself as a
chaste, sentimental poet, she
secretly bore three illegitimate
children, then died in “ignominious
circumstances,” newly married to a
British governor in West Africa.

NINTH HOUSE, by Leigh Bardugo.
(Flatiron, 480 pp., $17.99.) Set on
the Yale campus in New Haven —
“that creepy old witchland,” as
Choire Sicha, our reviewer, put it —
Bardugo’s first adult fantasy novel
concerns a powerful, extra-secret
society that’s watching over the
university’s own secret societies.

BIRTH OF A DREAM WEAVER: A
Writer’s Awakening, by Ngugi wa
Thiong’o. (New Press, 256 pp.,
$16.99.) This third memoir by
Kenya’s most celebrated novelist,
about his college years in early
1960s Uganda, is “an angry book,”
Michela Wrong, our reviewer,
noted, but it marks the start of
Ngugi’s lifelong “quest for African
dignity and self-realization” and his
push “for Africans to tell their own
story in their own Indigenous
languages.”

NO STOPPING US NOW: The Adven-
tures of Older Women in Ameri-
can History, by Gail Collins. (Little,
Brown, 432 pp., $18.99.) Written
with the Times Op-Ed columnist’s
“signature droll sensibility,” this
chronicle of the “herky-jerky”
nature of “non-young” women’s
progress in the United States —
according to our reviewer, Lesley
Stahl — is “eye-opening” and “fun.”

THE LOST ART OF SCRIPTURE:
Rescuing the Sacred Texts, by
Karen Armstrong. (Anchor, 624 pp.,
$17.) “A dazzling accomplishment,”
a reflection of both “an encyclope-
dic knowledge of comparative
religion” and “wisdom about spiri-
tuality in the human species,” is
how Nicholas Kristof, our reviewer,
described this “magisterial” book
by the British writer and former
nun. “What shines through” is that
Scriptures “in so many traditions
were an art form, like an opera or
poetry reading, meant to elevate
us,” not to give us “ammunition to
support preconceived views.”

PLEASE SEE US, by Caitlin Mullen.
(Gallery Books, 352 pp., $16.99.)
Our Crime columnist, Marilyn
Stasio, called this debut novel told
in the voices of seven Jane Does
murdered in Atlantic City — all
victims of a killer who targets
prostitutes — “spellbinding.”
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 1  1THE RETURN, by Nicholas Sparks. (Grand Central)  A doctor 

serving in the Navy in Afghanistan goes back to North 

Carolina where two women change his life.

 2  1BATTLE GROUND, by Jim Butcher. (Ace)  The 17th book 

in the Dresden Files series. Harry must save Chicago from 

destruction by the Last Titan.

 3  1VIOLET BENT BACKWARDS OVER THE GRASS, by Lana Del 

Rey. (Simon & Schuster)  A collection of poems by the singer 

and songwriter.

 4 2 3THE EVENING AND THE MORNING, by Ken Follett. (Viking)  

In a prequel to “The Pillars of the Earth,” a boatbuilder, a 

Norman noblewoman and a monk live in England under 

attack by the Welsh and the Vikings.

 5 1 2THE BOOK OF TWO WAYS, by Jodi Picoult. (Ballantine)  After 

surviving a plane crash, a death doula travels to Egypt to 

reconnect with an old flame who is an archaeologist.

 6 3 2THE COAST-TO-COAST MURDERS, by James Patterson and 

J. D. Barker. (Little, Brown)  A detective and an F.B.I. agent 

are baffled by a cross-country killing spree.

 7 6 18THE VANISHING HALF, by Brit Bennett. (Riverhead)  The 

lives of twin sisters who run away from a Southern Black 

community at age 16 diverge as one returns and the other 

takes on a different racial identity but their fates intertwine.

 8 12 4ANXIOUS PEOPLE, by Fredrik Backman. (Atria)  A failed bank 

robber holds a group of strangers hostage at an apartment 

open house.

 9 4 3VINCE FLYNN: TOTAL POWER, by Kyle Mills. (Emily Bestler/

Atria)  When America’s power grid is shut down, Mitch Rapp 

goes after a cyber terrorist.

 10  1JACK, by Marilynne Robinson. (Farrar, Straus & Giroux)  An 

interracial romance develops between a preacher’s daughter 

and a Presbyterian minister’s son.

 1  1THE MEANING OF MARIAH CAREY, by Mariah Carey with 

Michaela Angela Davis. (Andy Cohen/Holt)  The career 

highlights, public life and private struggles of the singer and 

songwriter.

 2 1 3RAGE, by Bob Woodward. (Simon & Schuster)  Based on 17 

on-the-record interviews with President Trump and other 

reporting, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist details the 

president’s perspective on multiple crises.

 3 4 9CASTE, by Isabel Wilkerson. (Random House)  The Pulitzer 

Prize-winning journalist examines aspects of caste systems 

across civilizations and reveals a rigid hierarchy in America 

today.

 4  1TRUMPTY DUMPTY WANTED A CROWN, by John Lithgow. 

(Chronicle Prism)  A second illustrated collection of poems 

chronicling and satirizing current events.

 5 2 4KILLING CRAZY HORSE, by Bill O’Reilly and Martin Dugard. 

(Holt)  The ninth book in the conservative commentator’s 

Killing series focuses on conflicts with Native Americans.

 6 9 30UNTAMED, by Glennon Doyle. (Dial)  The activist and public 

speaker describes her journey of listening to her inner voice.

 7 5 4DISLOYAL, by Michael Cohen. (Skyhorse)  An account of 

President Trump’s business empire, political campaign and 

presidential administration by his former personal attorney.

 8 12 31HOW TO BE AN ANTIRACIST, by Ibram X. Kendi. (One World)  

A primer for creating a more just and equitable society 

through identifying and opposing racism.

 9  1ONE VOTE AWAY, by Ted Cruz. (Regnery)  The Republican 

senator from Texas gives his views on what might happen if 

liberals gain a simple majority on the Supreme Court. (†)

 10 3 3BLACKOUT, by Candace Owens. (Threshold Editions)  The 

conservative commentator makes her case that Black 

Americans should part ways with the Democratic Party. (†)

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

SALES PERIOD OF SEPTEMBER 27-OCTOBER 3
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AUDIO MONTHLY BEST SELLERS SALES PERIOD OF AUGUST 30-OCTOBER 3

THIS
MONTH

MONTHS 
ON LIST

 1 1BATTLE GROUND, by Jim Butcher. (Penguin Audio)  
The 17th book in the Dresden Files series. Read by 
James Marsters. 15 hours, 43 minutes unabridged.

 2 1DUNE, by Frank Herbert. (Macmillan Audio)  The 
1965 science fiction novel that is the basis of 
several adaptations, including the forthcoming film 
directed by Denis Villeneuve. Read by Scott Brick, 
Orlagh Cassidy, Euan Morton, Simon Vance and 
Ilyana Kadushin. 21 hours, 2 minutes unabridged.

 3 1THE EVENING AND THE MORNING, by Ken Follett. 
(Penguin Audio)  In a prequel to “The Pillars of the 
Earth,” a boatbuilder, a Norman noblewoman and 
a monk live in England under attack by the Welsh 
and the Vikings. Read by John Lee. 24 hours, 19 
minutes unabridged.

 4 1TROUBLED BLOOD, by Robert Galbraith. (Hachette 
Audio)  The fifth book in the Cormoran Strike series; 
by J. K. Rowling, writing pseudonymously. Read by 
Robert Glenister. 31 hours, 51 minutes unabridged.

 5 1HEAVEN’S RIVER, by Dennis E. Taylor. (Audible 
Originals)  The fourth book in the Bobiverse 
series. Read by Ray Porter. 16 hours, 57 minutes 
unabridged.

 6 4THE GUEST LIST, by Lucy Foley. (HarperAudio)  
A wedding between a TV star and a magazine 
publisher on an island off the coast of Ireland turns 
deadly. Read by Jot Davies, Chloe Massey, Olivia 
Dowd, et al. 9 hours, 54 minutes unabridged.

 7 1VINCE FLYNN: TOTAL POWER, by Kyle Mills. 
(Simon & Schuster Audio)  When America’s power 
grid is shut down, Mitch Rapp goes after a cyber 
terrorist. Read by George Guidall. 9 hours, 27 
minutes unabridged.

 8 1ALL THE DEVILS ARE HERE, by Louise Penny. 
(Macmillan Audio)  The 16th book in the Chief 
Inspector Gamache series. Read by Robert 
Bathurst. 13 hours, 59 minutes unabridged.

 9 1SHADOWS IN DEATH, by J. D. Robb. (Macmillan 
Audio)  The 51st book of the In Death series. A 
hitman with possible connections to Eve Dallas’s 
husband is seen near the scene of a crime. Read by 
Susan Ericksen. 11 hours, 59 minutes unabridged.

 10 1THRAWN ASCENDANCY: CHAOS RISING, by 
Timothy Zahn. (Random House Audio)  In this Star 
Wars saga, a military officer is sent to find the 
enemies who attacked the Chiss capital. Read by 
Marc Thompson. 15 hours, 5 minutes unabridged.

 11 3THE SANDMAN, by Neil Gaiman and Dirk Maggs. 
(Audible Originals)  Lord Morpheus confronts an 
array of fictional and historical characters. Read by 
Riz Ahmed, Kat Dennings, Taron Egerton, James 
McAvoy, Samantha Morton, et al. 10 hours, 54 
minutes unabridged.

 12 25WHERE THE CRAWDADS SING, by Delia Owens. 
(Penguin Audio)  A young woman who survived 
alone in the marsh becomes a murder suspect. 
Read by Cassandra Campbell. 12 hours, 12 
minutes unabridged.

 13 1ANXIOUS PEOPLE, by Fredrik Backman. (Simon 
& Schuster Audio)  A failed bank robber holds a 
group of strangers hostage at an apartment open 
house. Read by Marin Ireland. 9 hours, 53 minutes 
unabridged.

 14 1THE RETURN, by Nicholas Sparks. (Hachette Audio)  
A doctor serving in the Navy in Afghanistan goes 
back to North Carolina where two women change 
his life. Read by Kyf Brewer. 9 hours, 56 minutes 
unabridged.

 15 4THE VANISHING HALF, by Brit Bennett. (Penguin 
Audio)  The lives of twin sisters who run away from 
a Southern Black community at age 16 diverge but 
their fates intertwine. Read by Shayna Small. 11 
hours, 34 minutes unabridged.

 1 1RAGE, by Bob Woodward. (Simon & Schuster 
Audio)  Based on 17 on-the-record interviews with 
President Trump and other reporting, the Pulitzer 
Prize-winning journalist details the president’s 
perspective on multiple crises. Read by Robert 
Petkoff. 13 hours, 10 minutes unabridged.

 2 1DISLOYAL, by Michael Cohen. (Skyhorse)  An 
account of President Trump’s business empire, 
political campaign and presidential administration 
by his former personal attorney. Read by Robert 
Petkoff. 11 hours, 50 minutes unabridged.

 3 1THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF MALCOLM X, as told 
to Alex Haley. (Audible Studios)  The life story of a 
leader in the Black Muslim movement and his views 
on racism in American society. Read by Laurence 
Fishburne. 16 hours, 52 minutes unabridged.

 4 1BLACKOUT, by Candace Owens. (Simon & Schuster 
Audio)  The conservative commentator makes her 
case that Black Americans should part ways with 
the Democratic Party. Read by the author. 6 hours, 
51 minutes unabridged.

 5 2CASTE, by Isabel Wilkerson. (Penguin Audio)  The 
Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist reveals a rigid 
hierarchy in America today. Read by Robin Miles. 
14 hours, 26 minutes unabridged.

 6 1MELANIA AND ME, by Stephanie Winston Wolkoff. 
(Simon & Schuster Audio)  The former director of 
special events at Vogue describes parting ways 
with the first lady. Read by the author. 11 hours, 22 
minutes unabridged.

 7 7UNTAMED, by Glennon Doyle. (Random House 
Audio)  The activist and public speaker describes 
her journey of listening to her inner voice. Read by 
the author. 8 hours, 22 minutes unabridged.

 8 5MY OWN WORDS, by Ruth Bader Ginsburg with 
Mary Hartnett and Wendy W. Williams. (Simon 
& Schuster Audio)  A collection of articles and 
speeches by the Supreme Court justice. Read by 
Linda Lavin. 13 hours, 16 minutes unabridged.

 9 4MYTHOS, by Stephen Fry. (Chronicle)  Whimsical 
retelling of Greek myths. Read by the author. 15 
hours, 26 minutes unabridged.

 10 1KILLING CRAZY HORSE, by Bill O’Reilly and Martin 
Dugard. (Macmillan Audio)  The ninth book in the 
conservative commentator’s Killing series. Read 
by Bill O’Reilly and Robert Petkoff. 9 hours, 27 
minutes unabridged.

 11 23BECOMING, by Michelle Obama. (Random House 
Audio)  The former first lady describes how she 
balanced work, family and her husband’s political 
ascent. Read by the author. 19 hours, 3 minutes 
unabridged.

 12 1COMPROMISED, by Peter Strzok. (HMH Audio)  
The former F.B.I. deputy assistant director of 
counterintelligence chronicles the investigation into 
Russia’s election interference. Read by the author. 
14 hours, 3 minutes unabridged.

 13 6HOW TO BE AN ANTIRACIST, by Ibram X. Kendi. 
(Random House Audio)  A primer for creating a 
more just and equitable society through identifying 
and opposing racism. Read by the author. 10 hours, 
43 minutes unabridged.

 14 3TOO MUCH AND NEVER ENOUGH, by Mary L. 
Trump. (Simon & Schuster Audio)  The clinical 
psychologist gives her assessment of events inside 
her family and how they shaped President Trump. 
Read by the author. 7 hours, 5 minutes unabridged.

 15 1THE MEANING OF MARIAH CAREY, by Mariah 
Carey with Michaela Angela Davis. (Audible 
Studios)  The career highlights, personal struggles 
and public life events of the singer and songwriter. 
Read by Mariah Carey. 11 hours, 17 minutes 
unabridged.

Audio Fiction Audio NonfictionTHIS
MONTH

MONTHS 
ON LIST

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

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

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

By Stephenie Meyer

672 pp. Little, Brown. $27.99.

Fifteen years after the publi-
cation of “Twilight,” the
supernatural romance that
launched a thousand copy-
cats returns with “Midnight
Sun.”

In this latest installment in
the saga of Bella Swan and her undead
paramour, Edward Cullen, Meyer goes
back to where it all started, retelling the
story of the series’s first book, this time
from Edward’s perspective. The novel’s
plot, many of the chapter titles and much
of the dialogue are transplanted from the
original, but the vampire’s brooding
silences and mysterious absences are
now filled in, with Bella no longer our
narrator but a human Rubik’s cube Ed-
ward is trying to puzzle out.

This book delves deeper into Edward’s
back story — and, thanks to his telepathic
powers, into the inner workings of many
of the other characters as well. Unless
you’ve been living under a rock for the
last decade and a half, you know that
Bella and Edward do eventually over-
come their communication issues — not
to mention her mortality and his blood-
thirst — to live (or rather, not live) hap-
pily ever after, and the vampire’s ad
nauseam angst over whether such a girl
could ever care for a killer like him can
grow a bit tiresome, especially at this
length.

But for ardent fans of the star-crossed
couple, the book offers a more richly
detailed view of Forks, Wash., and its
inhabitants, undead and otherwise. (Alas,
those hoping for even more will be disap-
pointed: Meyer, who described the expe-
rience of writing the book as “not a super
pleasant one,” says she has no plans to
give the rest of the series the same treat-
ment.)

WE ARE NOT FREE

By Traci Chee

400 pp. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. $17.99.

In her moving new novel,
Chee (“The Reader” trilogy)
turns an unflinching spot-
light on a dark chapter in
history: the incarceration of
Japanese-Americans during
World War II.

The story is a personal one for Chee,
whose grandparents were forced into
camps during the war.

“This history is my history. This com-
munity is my community,” she writes in
the author’s note. “It happened; it hap-
pened to my family; and it has impacted
so much about who we are and how we
exist in this country.”

The book follows a group of 14 Califor-
nia teenagers, most of them Nisei — the
first-generation children of Japanese
immigrants who were suddenly rejected
by the only country they’d ever known. It
moves between their perspectives in one-
to seven-month chunks — from March
1942, just before they are evicted from
their homes, to March 1945 — as they
navigate both the dehumanizing horrors
of internment and the hormonal roller
coaster of adolescence.

One particularly moving chapter uses
the voice of Tommy Harano, the poet of
the cohort, to illustrate, in verse, the
whiplash the characters experience grap-
pling with their suddenly splintered
identities: Japanese, American and Japa-
nese-American.

The chapters are interspersed with
illustrations — ostensibly drawn by Mi-
noru “Minnow” Ito, the young artist who
opens and closes the book — and histori-
cal photos and artifacts, which serve as
stark reminders that, while these young
people may be fictional, the trauma they
experienced is very real.

WATCH OVER ME

By Nina LaCour

272 pp. Dutton. $17.99.

When we first encounter
18-year-old Mila, the narrator
of “Watch Over Me,” it seems
as if she’s walking straight
into a horror movie.

She’s alone in the world,
having recently aged out of

the foster system, with no friends or
connections other than her social worker.
A man offers her an internship teaching
at a remote farm on the California coast,
home to an enigmatic couple and their
ever-growing brood of adopted children.

And when she embarks on this new
chapter, she doesn’t even bring her cell-
phone.

“Had we been telling the truth, he
would have said, The place where I’m
sending you — it looks beautiful, but it’s
haunted,” Mila recalls. “It will bring ev-
erything back. All that you tried to bury.
. . . It’s going to make you want to do bad
things.”

But in LaCour’s gripping novel, as in
Mila’s world, things are rarely what they
seem.

At the farm, Mila finds ghosts and guilt
and long-repressed memories that threat-
en to drown her. She also finds purpose
and connection — particularly with her
student, 9-year-old Lee, a child with
visible and invisible scars of his own.

From the outset, LaCour makes it clear
some secret looms over her protagonist,
but she is patient about doling out the
pieces of that puzzle.

Try as Mila might, she can only run
from her past for so long: In the end,
everyone must reckon with his or her
ghosts.

PUNCHING THE AIR

By Ibi Zoboi with Yusef Salaam 

Illustrations by Omar T. Pasha

400 pp. Balzer + Bray. $19.99.

The Haitian-American nov-
elist Zoboi first met Salaam,
one of the five Black teen-
agers wrongfully convicted
of assaulting a white jogger
in Central Park in 1989, at
Hunter College, after he had

served nearly seven years in prison for a
crime he did not commit. When they
reconnected years later, after his 2002
exoneration, they decided to collaborate
on a work of fiction about a character
named Amal Shahid — a young, Black,
Muslim poet also facing a wrongful incar-
ceration. The result, “Punching the Air,”
is a wrenching novel whose story, told in
verse, is both urgent and heartbreakingly
familiar.

We meet 16-year-old Amal in a court-
room, as the details of his alleged crime
slowly surface: a melee, a skateboard, a
comatose white boy who “can’t wake
up / to tell the truth.” The prosecution
fills his silence with inventions and as-
sumptions, painting Amal as violent,
unstable, angry — and guilty.

“Their words and what they
thought / to be their truth / were like a
scalpel,” Amal says, “shaping me
into / the monster / they want me to be.”

His tenderness, his deep bond with his
mother, his love of Picasso and Maya
Angelou all fade into background static
as he goes from kid to convicted criminal.
In a moment, Amal’s fine arts summer
program and his list of colleges are re-
placed with a sentence and a cell number.

But even as his body is imprisoned, his
mind ranges free, swelling with a
tsunami of words that demand to be
heard.

Amal’s name is the Arabic word for
“hope.” That is what this book ultimately
offers, too. Everyone should read it.

ILLUSTRATION BY JOHN GALL

JENNIFER HARLAN is a co-author of “Finish the Fight! The Brave and Revolutionary Women Who Fought for the Right to Vote.”

      The Shortlist / Y.A. Crossover / By Jennifer Harlan
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ON MAY 1, 1925, the National Urban League
bankrolled an awards dinner in a Manhattan
restaurant to honor Black writers, poets and
playwrights. A newcomer to the city, Zora
Neale Hurston, won the second-place prize
($35) in both short story and playwriting,
and her exuberance charmed the influential
guests. Annie Nathan Meyer, founder of
Barnard College, was so taken with Zora that
she vowed to get her a scholarship there.
And Fannie Hurst, the best-selling novelist,
was impressed as well. After Zora entered
Barnard, and desperately needed a job with
flexible hours, Hurst hired the student as her
live-in personal secretary — typing, chauf-
feuring and sharing confidences over coffee.

Fannie learned that Zora had supported
herself since she was 13 years old. It was at
that age when she ran away from her home
in Florida. After attempting to kill her step-
mother with her bare hands, getting out of
town seemed a good idea. Zora survived
(barely) on odd jobs until she was 26, when
she enrolled herself in a Baltimore high
school by claiming to be 16. She was still
taking 10 years off her age when she entered
the writing contest. In truth she was 34, just
five years younger than Fannie.

When Barnard’s dean learned of Zora’s
position with the celebrated Fannie Hurst, a
student loan fund was found for Zora’s use.
This made it possible for Zora to afford an
apartment of her own in Harlem, but the
women stayed in touch. When they met, Zora
would amuse Fannie with stories about being
the only Black person at Barnard. Her class-
mates, she reported in a letter to another
friend, had warmed up to her enough to urge
her to come to the junior prom at the Ritz
Carlton. They even “offered to exchange
dances with me if I will bring a man as light
as myself.”

At that 1925 awards dinner there were so
many elite white people who supported
Black causes that Zora coined a word for
them. By combining “Negro” with “humani-
tarian,” she came up with “Negrotarians.”
Those Negrotarians (most of whom, like
Fannie Hurst, were Jews) could not have
realized it at the time, but they were wit-
nesses to the start of the Harlem Renais-
sance, in which Zora would play a major
role. 0

The Literati / Zora Neale Hurston and Fannie Hurst / By Edward Sorel

Before the Harlem Renaissance a promising young writer found support among New York’s cultural elite.

EDWARD SOREL is a caricaturist and muralist. He is also the author and illustrator of “Mary Astor’s Purple Diary.”
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The truth is essential.

We are in a moment of uncertainty 
and upheaval around the world. Life is 
changing — and fast. Journalism can help 
us understand what’s happening and how 
to navigate it all. Thank you for supporting 
the quality original journalism from 
The New York Times. AMBER BRACKEN FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

IDRIS SOLOMON FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

ERIK CARTER FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

LAUREN LANCASTER FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

How to give.
Where to turn.
How to understand.
What to say.
How to connect.
Who can help.


