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Thinking Big
THE HUMAN MIND wants to worry. This is not 
necessarily a bad thing — after all, if a bear is 
stalking you, worrying about it may well save 
your life. Although most of us don’t need to lose 
too much sleep over bears these days, modern 

life does present plenty of other reasons for 
concern: terrorism, climate change, the rise of 
A.I., encroachments on our privacy, even the 
apparent decline of international cooperation.

In his fascinating new book, “21 Lessons for 
the 21st Century,” the historian Yuval Noah Ha-
rari creates a useful framework for confronting 
these fears. While his previous best sellers, “Sa-
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piens” and “Homo Deus,” covered the past and 
future respectively, his new book is all about 
the present. The trick for putting an end to our 
anxieties, he suggests, is not to stop worrying. 
It’s to know which things to worry about, and 
how much to worry about them. As he writes 
in his introduction: “What are today’s greatest 
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are a lot of back issues of The New 
Yorker as well. Few things make me hap-
pier than a New Yorker cartoon.

What’s the last great book you read?
Well, that depends on your definition 
of “great.” The last “great” book I read 
was probably a rereading of “Pride and 
Prejudice.” The last really good book was 
“A Far Cry From Kensington,” by Muriel 
Spark, also a reread.

What classic novel did you recently read 
for the first time?
Elizabeth Taylor’s “Mrs. Palfrey at the 
Claremont.” Is that a classic? It should 
be anyway. I’ve spent the last year or so 
catching up on books by British female 
authors who had slipped below my radar, 
one way or another, or who seem to have 
been unfairly neglected. Barbara Pym 
for another, but also some unread (by 
me) backlist of Penelope Fitzgerald and 
Anita Brookner. I’ve developed a real 
taste for this “quiet” kind of writing. I 
feel, sadly, incapable of it myself. Fitzger-
ald’s “Human Voices,” about the BBC in 
wartime, has become one of my all-time 
favorite books and was a big influence on 
“Transcription.”

What do you read when you’re working 
on a book? And what kind of reading do 
you avoid while writing?
I tend to avoid fiction if I’m writing 
it. I avoid good books and writers I 
admire in case they make me feel 
deflated about my own writing, and I 
avoid mediocre books (I get sent a lot) 
because they make me feel deflated as 
well. I tend to read nonfiction when I’m 
writing, usually research. I read less 
and less fiction these days. I hold Netflix 
responsible.

What’s the most interesting thing you 
learned from a book recently?
Sleep, sleep and more sleep.

“Why We Sleep: Unlocking the Power 
of Sleep and Dreams,” by Matthew 
Walker, is immensely readable and has 
made me attend much more to my need 
for sleep, although it unfortunately made 
me paranoid about my lack of it. I now 

try very hard for eight hours a night, 
something I previously thought was only 
for the weak.

What moves you most in a work of 
literature?
The death of animals. I have never 
recovered from the death of Ginger in 
“Black Beauty.” Not joking.

Which genres do you especially enjoy 
reading? And which do you avoid?
I don’t avoid anything as such; I’m will-
ing to give most things a go. But I don’t 
read much romance or sci-fi, and I tend 
to read very little crime these days. I 
don’t like all those “women in jeopardy” 
novels either, and there seem to be an 
awful lot of them.

What book might people be surprised to 
find on your shelves?
A lot of books about nutrition. I’ve been 
obsessed for years.

Who is your favorite fictional hero or 
heroine? Your favorite antihero or vil-
lain?
Heroes: Ratty and Mole in “The Wind 
in the Willows,” by Kenneth Grahame; 
Elizabeth Bennet in Jane Austen’s 
“Pride and Prejudice”; and Christopher 
Tietjens in Ford Madox Ford’s “Parade’s 
End.”
I thought long and hard about villains 
and realize I don’t really have any. I 
don’t think I rate characters by their 
morality.

You’re organizing a literary dinner party. 
Which three writers, dead or alive, do 
you invite?
Oh, lord, I would never invite writers. 
They’re so competitive.

Whom would you want to write your life 
story?
Absolutely no one. If I was alive I would 
arrange to have them killed and if I were 
dead I would come back and haunt them. 
I can’t think of anything more horrible. 0

Kate Atkinson
The author of the forthcoming novel ‘Transcription’ recoils at 
the idea of a literary dinner party: ‘I would never invite writers. 
They’re so competitive.’

By the Book

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

ILLUSTRATION BY JILLIAN TAMAKI

What books are on your nightstand?
“The Silence of the Girls,” by Pat Barker, 
which I’ve just finished. A very good, 
very raw rendition of the Trojan War 
from the point of view of the women.

“Circe,” by Madeline Miller, which I’ve 
just started and which in some ways 
seems like quite a good companion to the 
Barker.

A new book, “Operation Columba: 
The Secret Pigeon Service,” by Gordon 
Corera. And an old book, “Evidence in 
Camera,” by Constance Babington Smith, 
the story of photographic evidence dur-
ing World War II. The latter two are for 
research for a novel. (I’m not writing 
about pigeons.)

And they may not be books but there 
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By MELANIE THERNSTROM

THE MYTH OF Steve Jobs: iconoclastic ar-
tistic genius, Nietzschean Übermensch, 
progenitor of the digital revolution who 
reshaped our domestic lives the same 
way that the titans of the Industrial 
Revolution reshaped cities and factories. 
Although dark tales about Jobs have ap-
peared in biographies and movies, they 
have only burnished the legend: After 
all, the Übermensch is not a mensch. But 
“Small Fry,” an entrancing memoir by his 
first child, Lisa Brennan-Jobs, will force 
readers to grapple with whether Jobs was 

not merely unmenschlike but a monster. 
It is not a stretch to say that if you read 
this book, you will never think of Jobs the 
same way again.

Brennan-Jobs herself never addresses 
the question of his legacy; her book is writ-
ten from the perspective of a child longing 
for a father. She grew up in Palo Alto with 
an impoverished single mother, Jobs’s 
high school girlfriend, Chrisann Brennan, 
and had moved 13 times by the time she 
was 7 — a bohemian existence so chaotic 
that the Humane Society rejected their 
application for a kitten. (Lisa had to settle 
for mice.) Yet all the while, just around 
the corner, was the increasingly famous, 
wealthy father who refused to parent her.

At a birthday party for her younger half 
sister Eve, a guest asks Lisa who she is. 
Eve responds, “She was daddy’s mistake.”

“You shouldn’t say that,” Lisa whispers 
in Eve’s ear, reeling. It is the terrible mo-
tif of her life. For the first three years af-
ter her birth, Jobs denies paternity (and 
later, when she is an adult, he erases her 
existence again, describing himself to 
magazines and on his company’s website 

as the father of only her three half sib-
lings). Chrisann also makes her feel like a 
mistake, repeatedly intimating that being 
a single mother is too difficult for her. By 
kindergarten, Lisa had internalized her 
unwantedness and begun “to feel there 
was something gross and shameful about 
me,” as if she were “wormy inside, like I’d 
caught whatever disease or larvae were 
passed through raw eggs and flour when 
I snuck raw cookie dough.”

Brennan-Jobs is a deeply gifted writer. 
Before I read her book, I wondered if it 
had been ghostwritten, like many such 
books. But from the striking opening — in 
which Lisa is drifting around her father’s 
house when he is dying of cancer, snubbed 
by everyone and pinching trifles from dif-
ferent rooms to appease her sense of ex-
clusion — it is clear that this is a work of 
uncanny intimacy. Her inner landscape 
is depicted in such exquisitely granular 
detail that it feels as if no one else could 
possibly have written it. Indeed, it has 
that defining aspect of a literary work: 
the stamp of a singular sensibility. In 
the fallen world of kiss-and-tell celebrity 
memoirs, this may be the most beautiful, 
literary and devastating one ever written.

Although Lisa felt loved by her mother, 
Chrisann was intermittently negligent and 
abusive. Suffering from depression, she 
would talk of suicide, spend whole days 
shut in her room and — by middle school 
— draw Lisa into hours of violent argu-
ment every night. Under pressure from Li-
sa’s school (which threatened to call social 
services, Lisa later learns), Steve agrees 
to take her in. She is overjoyed. As a child, 
she had pictured herself as a princess in 
disguise; finally, she imagines, legitima-
cy will be bestowed on her and she will 
take her place alongside her stepmother, 
Laurene, and baby brother, Reed, in their 
“fairy-tale,” faux-English country cottage 
mansion adorned by apple trees where 
fans cluster on the sidewalk.

But Lisa’s role turns out to be more like 
Cinderella’s, as neighbors — who come to 
play fairy godparents in her life — observe. 
(These neighbors take her in when her fa-
ther expels her, and pay for her senior year 
at Harvard when he refuses.) Steve de-
mands absolute fealty: He pressures Lisa 
to change her last name to his (she adds 

it with a hyphen) and insists that she not 
see her mother for six months. Lisa cries 
herself to sleep out of grief and guilt about 
abandoning Chrisann. She is made to 
wash the dishes by hand each night (Steve 
refuses to repair the broken dishwasher), 
to sleep in a chilly room (he also refuses 
to repair the heater) and to serve as an 
on-call babysitter for her brother. When 
her father and Laurene invite her to join 
them at a fancy wedding in Napa, she is 
thrilled. She pictures it as her coming-out 
ball, where she will “be included, in pub-
lic, part of the family! The daughter, the 
sister.” She’ll need to buy nylons and pick 
out a dress, she thinks, in “an ecstasy of 
decision-making.” But when they get to the 

hotel room and she starts to change, they 
let her know she needn’t bother: She won’t 
be attending the ceremony. They have 
brought her to babysit for her brother.

Her father goes to great lengths to make 
her feel excluded when he is with Laurene. 
In one of the book’s most grotesque scenes, 
he grabs Laurene when the three of them 
are sitting in the garden and starts making 
out with her, undulating and “moaning the-
atrically” as he puts his hand up her skirt 
and Laurene opens her legs to reveal “a 
scythe of her white cotton underwear.” (A 
startling metaphor: Has underwear ever 
been figured as a scythe before?) When 
Lisa gets up to leave, he forces her to stay 
and watch, telling her, “we’re having a 
family moment” and “it’s important that 
you try to be part of this family.”

The scene feels to her more like “a 
performance” than an expression of un-
controlled lust — a performance Steve 

inflicted on her with a previous girlfriend 
as well. He also likes to joke by simulating 
sex and frequently engaging her in sexual 
conversation. One morning, he looks up 
from his newspaper to ask if she mastur-
bates. Chrisann’s own memoir, “The Bite 
in the Apple” (2013), describes her horror 
when she arrives at Steve’s house to find 
him joking about sex between his prepu-
bescent daughter and random boys. Li-
sa’s face, Chrisann writes, is “blank with 
pain and confusion.”

The reader is left to wonder whether 
Lisa is fully aware of just how disturbing 
this dynamic was. In another instance 
that would have benefited from perspec-
tive, she recounts a moment when she is 
14 and tries to be close to Steve by sitting, 
uneasily, on his lap, trembling with fear, 
excitement and a “quaking electric love,” 
wishing they could relate like normal 
daughters and fathers. At one point she 
calls his behavior “inappropriate,” but at 
the end of the book she assures him that he 
had been “good about sex.” Was she trying 
to appease the aggressor, or does she not 
understand the scenes she has shown us?

Desperate to win over her stepmother, 
Lisa fawns over Laurene, hoping her 
“servile quality would ignite compassion, 
pity or love” and she would become “the 
long-lost daughter they might want.” She 
comes to the painful realization that Lau-
rene — whom she perceived as her “last 
resort” — would not “inhabit the role I’d 
assigned her, that she was not here to fix 
my father for me.”

Lisa’s memoir stands in marked con-
trast to previous representations of Steve 
and the Jobs family. Laurene, Lisa’s half 
siblings and her aunt the novelist Mona 
Simpson have said in a statement to The 
Times that the book “differs dramatically 
from our memories of those times,” and 
“the portrayal of Steve is not the husband 
and father we knew.” Readers will need to 
decide for themselves how to judge con-
flicting accounts. The portrait of Laurene 
as a stepmother certainly diverges from 
her public reputation as a philanthropist 
and devoted mother. “Steve Jobs,” Walter 
Isaacson’s best-selling authorized biogra-
phy, lionizes Jobs and depicts Laurene and 
her children in glowing terms, while paint-
ing Lisa in a largely unflattering light. 

Malware
Lisa Brennan-Jobs’s eloquent memoir recalls an unstable childhood steeped in emotional abuse.

SMALL FRY 
By Lisa Brennan-Jobs 
Illustrated. 381 pp. Grove Press. $26.

Lisa Brennan-Jobs

PHOTOGRAPH BY FRANCES F. DENNY FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

MELANIE THERNSTROM is the author of, among 
other books, “The Dead Girl,” a memoir; and 
“The Pain Chronicles: Cures, Myths, Myster-
ies, Prayers, Diaries, Brain Scans, Healing, 
and the Science of Suffering.”
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Malware
Lisa Brennan-Jobs’s eloquent memoir recalls an unstable childhood steeped in emotional abuse.
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Learning Lisa’s perspective for the first 
time, and being confronted with instance 
after instance of her father’s sadism, read-
ers may find themselves reeling, thinking: 
What is wrong with this man?

As a writer, however, she chooses not to 
speculate on the nature of her father’s pa-
thology, but instead focuses on her child-
hood experience — trying to understand 
why gestures of nurturing, approval or 
warmth are inevitably followed by acts of 
aggression, cruelty and humiliation. At a 
resort in Hawaii, she watches with horror 
as Steve taunts a parrot, holding forth a 
bread crumb only to snatch it away when 
the bird reaches for it. The bird does not, 
cannot, learn: Again and again, it reaches.

Occasionally, her father tosses her a 
crumb. Lisa captures her father’s mys-
tique, the frisson she felt from seeing his 
picture in magazines, the effect of drop-
ping his name and the way he created the 
impression that knowing him was a privi-
lege — albeit a dangerous one. She recalls 
the way he would pull up to her mother’s 
small house in his black Porsche convert-
ible, “thickening the air with excitement,” 
and take her roller-skating around the 
neighborhood. Sometimes he would force 
her to ride on his shoulders; he would 
lurch, terrifyingly, and they would both fall 
— an apt metaphor for the relationship. He 

would tell Chrisann, “You know she’s more 
than half me,” and Chrisann would tell Lisa 
that her father had “fallen in love” with her 
again. Then he would disappear.

CHILDREN INHABIT THE WORLD more 
sensually than adults, but the memories 
of how things looked and smelled and 
sounded fade, and childhood memoirs 
often suffer from a deficit of such details. 
Brennan-Jobs details scenes as richly 
as a prose poem, conjuring the way rare 
moments of connection with her father 
transformed the landscape. One weekend 
morning as they took a walk, he expound-
ed on his belief that the two of them were 
West Coast people. East Coast people, he 
said, were phonies and lacked “the quality 
of holy surrender we had because of these 
fragrant hills that smelled of pepper and 
eucalyptus, all this watery sunlight.” Torn 
between her parents’ worlds, Lisa “bobbed 
between different ideas of myself,” but at 
such times she felt she was her “father’s 
confidante, the one like him, true like 
jeans, the Stanford hills, Bob Dylan.”

It is the longing of every person to see 
her parents as people, for their parents to 
step out of their roles and reveal their true, 
baffling selves, like the couple Woody Al-
len stops on the street in “Annie Hall” who 
explain the success of their relationship: 

“I’m very shallow and empty”; “And I’m 
exactly the same way!” In one of the cli-
mactic scenes in “Small Fry,” precisely 
this kind of moment occurs. When Lisa is 
in high school, she persuades Steve and 
Laurene to accompany her to her psychi-
atrist for a meeting, where she confesses: 
“I’m feeling terribly alone.” Then she 
bursts into tears, which she hoped “would 
soften them.”

Laurene finally breaks the silence. 
“We’re just cold people,” she announces. 
Lisa is stunned. Laurene had said it “dry-
ly, like a clarification.” Lisa had imagined 
that she “could shame them for being cold 
and absent. Now I was the one who was 
ashamed, for ignoring the simple truth. 
How obvious it was — they were just cold 
people!”

Yet, on Steve’s deathbed, the moment 
she has been waiting for all her life finally 
arrives. He asks her to visit on a weekend 
when her stepmother and siblings are 
away, and tells her he regretted the father 
he had been. “I want to say something: 
You were not to blame,” he tells her, sob-
bing. “I wish I could go back.” The apol-
ogy feels like “cool water on a burn.” But 
when Laurene returns and Lisa tries to 
tell her about it — how momentous it felt 
— Laurene’s response is curt: “I don’t be-
lieve in deathbed revelations.”

We all have our own myth of Steve Jobs: 
surges of love, gratitude or awe for the 
man who gave us the tools we use to ex-
press ourselves. At his memorial service, 
and in the years that followed, strangers 
would burden Lisa with their Jobs legends 
— people she had never met praising her 
father, “asserting a claim” that Steve was 
“like a father” to them. She knows they 
want her to “confirm him as the ur-father. 
His great greatness.” Bearing his last 
name, yet forced to live under the crush-
ing reality of his emotional deficits, Lisa 
was, in some sense, uniquely deprived of 
the myth. But after Steve dies, Chrisann 
insists that she can sense his spirit, tell-
ing Lisa that he’s following her around and 
he’s overjoyed to be with her: “He wants to 
be with you so much he’s padding around 
behind you … he’s delighted just watching 
you butter a piece of toast.”

“I didn’t believe it,” Lisa writes in the 
book’s perfect last line, “but I liked think-
ing it anyway.”

The ultimate question for all of us is what 
image of our father we carry forward: our 
own ur-father, the internalized figure we 
choose to keep. Having sifted through the 
complex reality of her experiences, Lisa 
is finally free to claim her own myth: the 
fantasy of the father she longed for that al-
lowed her to survive the father she had. 0
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THE SPLINTERING OF THE AMERICAN MIND: Identity 
Politics, Inequality, and Community on Today’s Col-
lege Campuses, by William Egginton. (Bloomsbury, $28.) 
Egginton, a professor at Johns Hopkins, regards 
the often militant discourse around identity with 
sympathy and concern.

THE CODDLING OF THE AMERICAN MIND: How Good Intentions 
and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure, by Greg 
Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt. (Penguin Press, $28.) Expanding on 
their influential Atlantic article, the authors trace the culture of 
“safetyism” on campus to a generation convinced of its own fra-
gility, warning of potentially dire consequences for democracy.

IDENTITY: The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of Resent-
ment, by Francis Fukuyama. (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, $26.) In a 
sympathetic analysis of identity politics, Fukuyama argues that 
the sense of being dismissed, rather than material interest, is 
the current locomotive of human affairs.

THE LIES THAT BIND: Rethinking Identity: Creed, Country, 
Color, Class, Culture, by Kwame Anthony Appiah. (Liveright, $27.95.) 
Appiah, a cosmopolitan by background and choice, says that we 
tend to think of ourselves as part of monolithic tribes up against 
other tribes, whereas we each contain multitudes.

ARTHUR ASHE: A Life, by Raymond Arsenault. (Simon & 
Schuster, $37.50.) This first major biography of the 
great tennis champion, written by a civil rights histo-
rian, shows that Ashe’s activism was as important as 
his athletic skill. He belongs on the Mount Rushmore 
of elite sports figures who changed America.

DEAD GIRLS: Essays on Surviving an American Obsession, by 
Alice Bolin. (Morrow/HarperCollins, paper, $15.99.) Bolin’s stylish and 
inspired collection centers on the figure — ubiquitous in police 
procedurals from “Twin Peaks” to “True Detective” — of the 
“dead girl,” a character who represents a dominant American 
fantasy, inciting desire and rage in equal measure.

THIS MOURNABLE BODY, by Tsitsi Dangarembga. 
(Graywolf, paper, $16.) In this accomplished sequel to 
“Nervous Conditions,” her prizewinning debut of 30 
years ago, Dangarembga, a Zimbabwean author and 
filmmaker, finds her indomitable heroine, Tambu, 
single, middle-aged and unemployed but unbowed.

NOTES FROM THE FOG: Stories, by Ben Marcus. (Knopf, $26.95.) 
In his latest collection, the ever inventive Marcus delivers taut, 
bleak, dystopian stories that are disturbing and outlandish yet 
somehow eminently plausible.

MARWAN’S JOURNEY, by Patricia de Arias. Illustrated by Laura 
Borràs. (MinEdition, $17.99; ages 5 to 7.) This sensitive, beautifully 
illustrated tale of a boy’s journey across a desert, away from his 
war-torn homeland, ends with safety and dreams of return.

The full reviews of these and other recent books are on the web: 
nytimes.com/books.
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By JULIE BUNTIN

IN THE PROLOGUE to “Cherry,” the incar-
cerated novelist Nico Walker’s debut nov-
el, our unnamed narrator shoots heroin 
with his ex-wife-turned-live-in-girlfriend, 
Emily. After the dull needle finds his vein 
he wakes up on the kitchen floor with ice 
jammed into his underwear — Emily’s 
attempt to shock him out of overdose. 
This is our introduction to our narrator’s 
lodestar. “I love her so much it feels like 
dying,” he thinks two pages later, high 
now and on his way to an ill-fated bank 
robbery. “She’s a beauty and I tell her so 

all the time. I think she’d do anything for 
me.”

Probably, she would. By the end of the 
more than 300 pages, the reader still 
doesn’t know enough about Emily to ar-
gue otherwise. Though she’s one of the 
novel’s organizing principles — the story 
starts and ends with her — Emily is essen-
tially a quirky collection of details used to 
give meaning to the narrator’s existence. 
Recalling having first met her in a college 
English class in Ohio, the narrator reflects 
with shame that his first thought about 
Emily was one of physical desire: “But 
it was a matter of fate, or something to 
that effect, what would bring us together, 
regardless if I ever deserved her.” When 
Emily transfers to a school in Montreal, he 
drops out and decides to join the Army. He 
spends a year serving as a medic in Iraq, 
and comes back changed; and yet their 
relationship survives, impossible though 
it sometimes seems. The novel tracks this 
progression, as well as their eventual de-
scent into a collaborative junkie hell.

By the time heroin addiction catches 
them in its jaws, Emily is in her mid-20s, 

teaching college writing and helping the 
narrator, who is halfheartedly taking 
classes on the G.I. Bill, grow marijuana in 
a tent in their living room. After the plants 
flower and dry, they flip them for dope 
money. Emily orders salad at McDonald’s. 
She says “man” a lot. Her male friends 
want to sleep with her. Our narrator loves 
the way she “cussed with great beauty” 
and “always gave you everything and she 
wasn’t ever fake about it.” That she’s less 
a woman than a collage at first doesn’t 
seem much of an issue — the novel is told 
in the first person, after all, limited to the 
narrator’s perspective, and what lover 
can ever truly see his or her beloved? But 
what’s glossed over ultimately mitigates 
the intensity of their romance. We never 
learn why Emily wanted to transfer to a 
school in Montreal, for instance; though 
we’re told she’s smart (it’s a point of pride 
with the narrator), we’re rarely given ac-
cess to conversations in which she says 
what she wants or doesn’t want, or shares 
what she thinks.

This shortsightedness doesn’t stop at 
Emily. Women, when they appear, are cat-
egorized by their sexual availability and 
desirability. Often they’re given no name, 
and simply assigned to a male character 
— his woman, his girl. What’s meant by 
this construct is unclear. Of course, some 
men really talk this way, but accuracy as 
justification seems at odds with how the 

narrator intends to be perceived. He’s a 
self-professed “scumbag,” sure, but he also 
underscores his vegetarianism and claims, 
“I take all the beautiful things to heart … 
till I about die from it.” He’s sensitive, not to 
mention extremely damaged by his time 
at war. But his flashes of gooey adoration 
for Emily and moments of sympathy for 
other women feel less genuine than put-
on, as if they’ve been carefully planted to 
distract us from the casual sexism inher-
ent in his voice. I got the impression I was 
meant to like him. It’s a miracle I credit to 
the urgency of every aspect of this novel 
outside of the love story that I often did.

“Cherry” is a singular portrait of the opi-
oid epidemic and the United States’ failure 
to provide adequate support to veterans. 
It’s full of slapstick comedy, despite gut-
clenching depictions of dope sickness, the 
futility of war and PTSD. The sections on 
Army life in and out of Iraq offer a sear-
ing glimpse into the wretchedness of that 
American disaster. (“Fort Hood was 
bleak, a new kind of desert, engineered 
to induce fatalism in the young. It worked 
like a charm.”) As a stylist, Walker is un-
self-conscious and rangy. He has a gift for 
the strategically deployed profanity, and 
writes dialogue so musical and realistic 
you’ll hear it in the air around you. He can 
pull off judicious caps lock. And yet, it’s a 
struggle to root for a novel that relies on a 
woman for narrative structure even as it 
constantly undermines her humanity.

Emily feels even more spectral in con-
trast to the all-too-concrete Soren, the 
primary love interest in Lisa Locascio’s 
debut novel, “Open Me.” Due to an ad-
ministrative mix-up, the 18-year-old nar-
rator, Roxana Olsen, who is supposed to 
be studying abroad in Paris with her best 
friend, has instead been sent to Denmark. 
At the airport, bleary with jet lag, she’s 
scooped up by Soren, a 28-year-old repre-
sentative from International Abroad Ex-
periences, the program responsible for the 
mismanagement of her eight-week trip. 
From their first meeting, Roxana’s percep-
tion narrows; despite the newness of her 
surroundings, all she can see is Soren: 
“His eyes the blue of a frozen morning un-
der brows like smudges of ash. … He took 
my hand as if to shake it but didn’t close 
the grip. My fingers swam in his, little fish.”

In the pages that follow, Soren escorts 
Roxana through Copenhagen and she 
notes the movements of his arms, the 
dart of his tongue across his lips. She 
wonders what he smells like. When they 
finally sleep together, this accumulated 
observation boils over into a wash of 
erotic impressions of both Soren’s body 
and the ever-changing shape of Roxana’s 
pleasure. “I bucked and roiled under his 
tongue and lips and face, falling through 
a collapsing series of rooms, one into an-
other after another after another, into a 
shapeless, wonderful bottomlessness.” 
Locascio is a lovely, imagistic writer, and 
she’s especially exquisite on the female 
orgasm, evoking a purple smoke that be-
comes a motif. “My body took over, tight-
ening and releasing a deep muscle, trying 
to trap his tongue, to keep him there for-
ever. … Purple, I thought, purple. I saw 
purple smoke and I came in his mouth.”

After this scene, it is no surprise when 
Roxana accepts Soren’s invitation to 
abandon the program and accompany 
him to his uncle’s apartment in the north-
ern peninsula of Jutland, where he plans 
to work on his Ph.D. thesis, a study of 
racial identity in the work of a fictional 
African-American writer, Viola Ash. In 
Jutland, “Open Me” transforms from a 
well-written and recognizable Bildung-
sroman (younger woman meets older 
man abroad, education ensues) into 
something much darker, and more inter-

CHERRY 
By Nico Walker 
317 pp. Alfred A. Knopf. $26.95.

OPEN ME 
By Lisa Locascio 
279 pp. Grove Press. $25.

Nico Walker

JULIE BUNTIN is the author of “Marlena.”

Places of Imprisonment
Two debut novels explore the dangerous passions of young, ill-fated love.

Lisa Locascio

RUMAAN ALAM is the special projects editor for 
the Books desk at The Times. His most recent 
novel, “That Kind of Mother,” was published in 
the spring.
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esting. Soren shares a fantasy he’s had 
since boyhood — of leaving home and 
coming back to a woman who has spent all 
day in the house, “keeping the home fires 
bright.” He repeatedly forgets to make an 
additional key for the auto-locking apart-
ment door, effectively trapping Roxana 
inside each morning as he heads to the 
library. For weeks, she doesn’t leave, half-
choosing and half-forced into fulfilling 
Soren’s dream. This, too, is a subversion 
of the study-abroad narrative: Instead of 
being transformed by the external world, 
Roxana dives inward, spending her days 

discovering the possibilities of her own 
pleasure.

Roxana obsessively objectifies Soren, 
but there’s no question he has an inner 
life she can only guess at; each day he 
enters the world, leaving her behind. Af-
ter she gets her period and bleeds onto 
the bedsheets, Soren begins rejecting 
her advances, suddenly disgusted by the 
intensity of her desire and the reality of 
her body. But Roxana revels in it. “Every 
membranous violet smear on the gritty 
toilet paper was proof to me that I exist-
ed. … All day I flitted from bodily need to 

bodily need.” “Open Me” spends nearly as 
much descriptive time on mucus, crotch 
odors and the grime that accumulates 
in the creases of an unshowered body as 
it does on the violent beauty of sex — a 
choice perhaps even more daring than 
the novel’s nuanced exploration of a teen-
age girl’s sexual imagination.

Roxana tries in vain to reignite Soren’s 
attraction until her fantasies find a new 
object in Zlatan Zlatar, a local Balkan ref-
ugee of whom Soren expresses a hatred 
laced with anti-immigrant sentiments. 
Witnessing Soren’s xenophobia, Roxana 

remains silent, protests weakly or twists 
herself into defending his thoughts by 
underscoring how little she knows about 
Denmark. In this way, she’s complicit. 
If, when she embarks on an affair with 
Zlatan, it is to be read in part as a rejection 
of Soren’s views, Roxana’s sexualization 
of Zlatan’s perceived otherness chimes 
uncomfortably with Soren’s thinking.

Though the framework is familiar, “Open 
Me” explodes clichés of female sexual-
ity. On sex and love, it feels transgressive, 
whereas “Cherry,” for all its freshness of 
voice, gave me a case of déjà vu. 0

By RUMAAN ALAM

QUICK, SUMMARIZE “KING LEAR.”
You can probably come up with the gist 

— aging monarch, three daughters, a fool, 
a storm. But there’s more: political jos-
tling, the threat of war, descent into mad-
ness, suicide. Writers crib from Shake-
speare because the stories are lodged in 
our collective recall, but so full of subplot 

and nuance they can be remade.
Revisiting “Lear,” as Preti Taneja does 

in her debut, “We That Are Young,” is a 
familiar trick (it won Jane Smiley a Pulit-
zer). Still, with Shakespeare, fresh inter-
pretation is always welcome. If Smiley’s 
“A Thousand Acres” was an act of trans-
position, “We That Are Young” is an em-
bodiment. The register is dramatic and 
the language poetic, but the novel (like 

the play, I think) tries the patience. By the 
fourth act, you’re fidgeting, waiting for 
the characters to start dying.

Taneja’s Lear is Devraj, and the kingdom 
he’s dividing is the Company, which is in 
the business of business: manufacturing, 
government contracting, hotels, real es-
tate, you name it. His heirs are Gargi, Rad-
ha and the youngest, disowned Sita. Tane-
ja also gives us Lear’s hundred knights, his 
fool, his hangers-on (Kent, Gloucester and 
his bastard son), his subpar sons-in-law. 
The book shouldn’t be evaluated on its fi-
delity to the source material, but Taneja’s 
attentiveness deserves credit.

Devraj is a magnate, not a monarch; 
that old but still salient point about the 
root of all evil. Gargi, on her first date 
with the man she’ll marry, listens to his 
catalog of the things he loves and comes 
up with her own: “The beautiful horizon 
of the production possibility frontier. The 
maximum possible output combinations 
of two goods or services an economy can 
achieve, when all resources are fully and 
efficiently employed.” Goneril is a mon-
ster; Gargi is a capitalist.

Taneja’s characters eat and drink a lot, 
fret over their hair and their clothes. It’s 
sometimes more Bret Easton Ellis than 
the Bard. But Taneja also has fun toying 
with the exuberance of Indian English. 

Here’s Radha, rhapsodizing over macar-
ons: “Really excellent, different-different 
flavors, licorice and lychee, masala chai 
even.”

Radha’s appetites (including, crucially, 
for sex) are a symptom of the division in 
the family, as well as all of India. Devraj, 
furious with his heirs, becomes a popu-
list hero. Addressing a crowd, he says: 
“We are living through a time of crooked 
despair. O! Our unfortunate country is be-
ing overrun by my daughters: A hundred-
crore house is more important than your 
struggles. I understand that you want: ev-
erything you see.” Whether he is insane, as 

Lear was, is open to interpretation.
What their father comes to hate in am-

bitious Gargi, flighty Radha and the sanc-
timonious Sita, who is given less to do in 
these pages (understandably; Cordelia is 
a bore), is mostly their youth. Hence, pre-
sumably, the novel’s opaque title.

But it’s also their womanhood. Kuro-
sawa, toying with Lear for “Ran,” made 
the three heirs sons. Taneja is faithful to 
Shakespeare because she gets to skewer 
not only capitalism (here, as ridiculous as 
monarchy) but also groping uncles, leer-
ing men and what Radha recalls as “the 
responsibility of her own beauty against 
violence in the streets.” The author has 
a point to make, but Shakespeare’s trag-
edies have inevitable conclusions.

The novel has flaws. It is far too long, 
often repetitive and discursive, with a 
pitch that sometimes approaches the 
manic (some readers may find this ap-
propriate).

Still, it’s marvelous to watch Taneja, 
a woman, play with a text in which the 
women are atrocious. She’s no easier on 
these characters than Shakespeare was, 
redeeming none, so the last laugh is hers. 
And it’s as gratifying to watch Preti Taneja 
take on William Shakespeare as it is to 
watch India trounce Britain at cricket. The 
Raj is long over; every kingdom falls. 0

Crazy Rich Indians
Power struggles roil a wealthy Indian family in this reimagining of ‘King Lear.’

WE THAT ARE YOUNG 
By Preti Taneja 
480 pp. Alfred A. Knopf. $27.95.

RUMAAN ALAM is the special projects editor for 
the Books desk at The Times. His most recent 
novel, “That Kind of Mother,” was published in 
the spring.

IMAGE FROM ALAMY

An engraving of the Fool and King Lear.
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By LEE CHILD

MY FIRST REACTION to “Presidio” was to 
wonder about the author’s name. For a 
noir novel about hopeless criminals on the 
run, “Randy Kennedy” seemed too good 
to be true. I assumed it was made up. The 
only Randy Kennedy I knew about was a 
guy I had read for years in The New York 
Times, a journalist who breathed the rar-

efied air of the international art business. 
As it happens, I have a friend who covers 
the same beat for Bloomberg, so maybe I 
feel protective of the genus. I found my-
self wondering how the art guy from The 
Times would feel about someone borrow-
ing his byline for a slick thriller set in ru-
ral Texas more than 45 years ago.

Then I read “Presidio” and — review 
spoiler alert — found a fluent, mordant, au-
thentic, propulsive narrative, wonderfully 
lit from within by an intriguing main char-
acter. Before writing this review, I found 
out what I could about the author. Always 
safer that way. Maybe Randy was a wom-
an. I wouldn’t want to use the wrong pro-
nouns. But no, it turned out Randy wasn’t 
a woman. It turned out Randy was the art 
guy from The Times after all, only now he’s 
the special projects editor for a New York 
gallery. This is his first novel and it left me 
hoping he writes many more.

“Presidio” is set in the Texas border-
lands in the very early 1970s, which feels 
like a long time ago. The landscape against 
which the story unfolds seems both 
strange and familiar. Strange because this 
is Texas before the internet, before per-
sonal computers, before cellphones, before 
connectivity. The impression given is of an 
inconsistent patchwork of small munici-
palities and tiny police departments with 
vast voids in between, a land with miles of 

brush and the occasional nodding pump 
jack and endless county roads, along which 
all manner of characters can lurk and hide. 
In particular, the border with Mexico feels 
different. It’s an amiable and permeable 
symbolic barrier through which people 
come and go at will — to work, to buy and 
sell, to hide, to disappear.

But the Texas of the novel is also famil-
iar because it’s at a tectonic moment, on 
the cusp between old and new, that has 
been written about before, and very well. 
Kennedy rises to the challenge and suc-
ceeds so well that both Larry McMurtry 
and James Lee Burke have offered their 
praise.

Kennedy was raised in small-town Tex-
as, which some will feel made his task easi-
er — but others will know made it harder. A 
writer must find the inner core of his story, 

and to get there through the obstacles of 
habit and familiarity adds extra yardage.

Kennedy’s various narrative voices 
sound like those of taciturn individuals 
who may never have heard a complete 
sentence except in church, who are now 
somehow compelled to speak, as if on the 
witness stand, at first hesitant, then find-
ing sudden new pleasure in expressing 
themselves: “Early on I made the deci-
sion to confine myself to the wide open of 
the High Plains because it was the place I 
knew best and because it has always given 
me the comforting illusion that I can see 

whatever’s coming at me from 40 miles.” 
Or: “He went by the house at full speed 
and traveled a hundred yards more be-
fore he took the car gently into the ditch 
and onto a harvested milo field alongside 
a windbreak ridge thick with tumbleweeds 
snagged in mesquite and shinnery oak.”

Or, more particularly, a sentence late in 
the book that describes wrecks in a junk-
yard: “Seeing the damage to each of the 
cars it was impossible to keep from imag-
ining what had happened to the people 
riding in them at the time of the calam-
ity.” That “calamity” is a triple-play word 
choice. It nails the period, the location 
and the halting country-polite tone. No 
other word in the English language would 
work better there.

All of the above would make for a happy 
recommendation, but I haven’t gotten to 
the best part yet, which is Troy Alan Fal-
coner, Kennedy’s main character, whose 
flight to the border with his brother — 
and the young woman they accidentally 
kidnap — directs the movement of the 
plot. Inevitably, he’ll be called a car thief. 
But he isn’t really. Or not only, or not de-
liberately. He’s a sensitive soul, at times 
bitterly cynical, at times charmingly na-
ïve, always courteous, in the grip of a des-
perate compulsion to own nothing at all. 
To get dressed and get around, he has to 
borrow, usually from motel rooms when 
the guest is in the shower or at the pool. “I 
know you must want to understand how a 
person could come to this,” Troy tells us. 
“I just know I woke up one morning and 
the world wasn’t the same and I couldn’t 
find a way back to the way it was before.” 
His coping strategy is a mixture of pride 
and shame: “Sometimes I go into post 
offices and leaf through binders of state 
posters, looking to see if there’s a sketch 
resembling me, a description of what I’ve 
done — but there never is.” Is he disap-
pointed? Or boasting? Or both?

Much of Troy’s story is told through a 
type of confession, which begins with the 
book’s terse opening line: “Later, in the 
glove box, the police found a binder of 
notes. It said. …”

Kennedy was betting you’d read on. You 
should. 0

PRESIDIO 
By Randy Kennedy 
303 pp. Touchstone. $26.

BENJAMIN MARRA

He leafs through posters at the post 
office to see if there’s a sketch that 
resembles him. There never is.

LEE CHILD is the author of the Jack Reacher 
thriller series.

High Plains Drifter
A car thief turns inadvertent kidnapper in this Texas noir novel.

8 THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW   |   WEEKEND, SEPTEMBER 15-16, 2018



challenges and most important changes? 
What should we pay attention to? What 
should we teach our kids?”

These are admittedly big questions, 
and this is a sweeping book. There are 
chapters on work, war, nationalism, reli-
gion, immigration, education and 15 other 
weighty matters. But its title is a misno-
mer. Although you will find a few concrete 
lessons scattered throughout, Harari 
mostly resists handy prescriptions. He’s 
more interested in defining the terms of 
the discussion and giving you historical 
and philosophical perspective.

He deploys, for example, a clever 
thought experiment to underscore how 
far humans have come in creating a glob-
al civilization. Imagine, he says, trying to 
organize an Olympic Games in 1016. It’s 
clearly impossible. Asians, Africans and 
Europeans don’t know that the Americas 
exist. The Chinese Song Empire doesn’t 
think any other political entity in the 
world is even close to being its equal. No 
one even has a flag to fly or anthem to 
play at the awards ceremony.

The point is that today’s competition 
among nations — whether on an ath-
letic field or the trading floor — “actually 
represents an astonishing global agree-
ment.” And that global agreement makes 
it easier to cooperate as well as compete. 
Keep this in mind the next time you start 
to doubt whether we can solve a global 
problem like climate change. Our global 
cooperation may have taken a couple of 
steps back in the past two years, but be-
fore that we took a thousand steps for-
ward.

So why does it seem as if the world is 
in decline? Largely because we are much 
less willing to tolerate misfortune and 
misery. Even though the amount of vio-
lence in the world has greatly decreased, 
we focus on the number of people who die 
each year in wars because our outrage at 
injustice has grown. As it should.

Here’s another worry that Harari deals 
with: In an increasingly complex world, 

how can any of us have enough 
information to make educated 
decisions? It’s tempting to 
turn to experts, but how do 
you know they’re not just 
following the herd? “The 
problem of groupthink and 
individual ignorance besets 
not just ordinary voters and 
customers,” he writes, “but 
also presidents and C.E.O.s.” 
That rang true to me from my 
experience at both Microsoft 
and the Gates Foundation. I 
have to be careful not to fool 
myself into thinking things 
are better — or worse — than 
they actually are.

What does Harari think 
we should do about all this? 
Sprinkled throughout is some 
practical advice, including a 
three-prong strategy for fight-
ing terrorism and a few tips 
for dealing with fake news. 
But his big idea boils down 
to this: Meditate. Of course 
he isn’t suggesting that the 
world’s problems will vanish 
if enough of us start sitting in 
the lotus position and chant-
ing om. But he does insist 
that life in the 21st century 
demands mindfulness — get-
ting to know ourselves better and seeing 
how we contribute to suffering in our own 
lives. This is easy to mock, but as some-
one who’s taking a course on mindfulness 
and meditation, I found it compelling.

As much as I admire Harari and en-
joyed “21 Lessons,” I didn’t agree with 
everything in the book. I was glad to see 
the chapter on inequality, but I’m skepti-
cal about his prediction that in the 21st 
century “data will eclipse both land and 
machinery as the most important asset” 
separating rich people from everyone 
else. Land will always be hugely impor-
tant, especially as the global population 
nears 10 billion. Meanwhile, data on key 
human endeavors — how to grow food 
or produce energy, for example — will 
become even more widely available. 

Simply having information won’t offer 
a competitive edge; knowing what to do 
with it will.

Similarly, I wanted to see more nuance 
in Harari’s discussion of data and pri-
vacy. He rightly notes that more infor-
mation is being gathered on individuals 
than ever before. But he doesn’t distin-
guish among the types of data being col-
lected — the kind of shoes you like to buy 
versus which diseases you’re genetically 
predisposed to — or who is gathering it, 
or how they’re using it. Your shopping 

history and your medical his-
tory aren’t collected by the 
same people, protected by the 
same safeguards or used for 
the same purposes. Recog-
nizing this distinction would 
have made his discussion 
more enlightening.

I was also dissatisfied with 
the chapter on community. 
Harari argues that social me-
dia including Facebook have 
contributed to political po-
larization by allowing users 
to cocoon themselves, inter-
acting only with those who 
share their views. It’s a fair 
point, but he undersells the 
benefits of connecting family 
and friends around the world. 
He also creates a straw man 
by asking whether Facebook 
alone can solve the problem 
of polarization. On its own, of 
course it can’t — but that’s not 
surprising, considering how 
deep the problem cuts. Gov-
ernments, civil society and 
the private sector all have a 
role to play, and I wish Harari 
had said more about them.

But Harari is such a stimu-
lating writer that even when 
I disagreed, I wanted to keep 

reading and thinking. All three of his 
books wrestle with some version of the 
same question: What will give our lives 
meaning in the decades and centuries 
ahead? So far, human history has been 
driven by a desire to live longer, healthier, 
happier lives. If science is eventually able 
to give that dream to most people, and 
large numbers of people no longer need 
to work in order to feed and clothe every-
one, what reason will we have to get up in 
the morning?

It’s no criticism to say that Harari hasn’t 
produced a satisfying answer yet. Nei-
ther has anyone else. So I hope he turns 
more fully to this question in the future. 
In the meantime, he has teed up a crucial 
global conversation about how to take on 
the problems of the 21st century. 0

Thinking Big

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Yuval Noah Harari

BILL GATES is the founder of Microsoft and co-
chair of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
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What will give our lives 
meaning in the decades and 
centuries ahead?
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      The Shortlist  /  Stories  /  By Alison McCulloch

TERRARIUM 

New and Selected Stories 
By Valerie Trueblood 
386 pp. Counterpoint. $26.

Trueblood’s stories are 
like the Tardis in “Dr. 
Who.” They’re small on 
the outside, but once 
you’ve stepped through 
the door they expand 
in all directions until, 
by the end, surely it’s a 
novel you just finished 
reading. Part of that 

effect comes from her tightly packed 
opening lines, which fling the reader 
directly into the middle of the action. 
Consider the first sentence of “Beloved, 
You Looked Into Space”: “Our father 
married a woman who took an ax to 
a bear.” Or this, from “You Would Be 
Good”: “The burglar was stoned when 
he cut his way in.” Sometimes it takes 
a while for the story to catch up, but it 
always does.

There’s a change, though, when you 
reach Trueblood’s new material, which 
comprises 30 of this collection’s 49 
stories. Amid these hard-to-categorize 
observations, essays and reminiscences 
(perhaps) is writing that’s much more 
urgent and unnerving, as in “Helen 
of Troy,” about a woman murdered by 
her husband “in a land of guns. Men 
with guns, attacks, death, attacks in 
broad daylight, attacks called domestic, 
death, clouds of sulfur, children’s heads 
exploded.” Dogs and human violence 
recur: people saved by dogs, dogs saved 
by people, the ubiquity of war and loss. 
But all isn’t dark; there really is a story, 
called “Stay,” both sad and beautiful, that 
ends with “They lived happily ever after.” 
And there are lots of dogs in it.

ALL THAT IS LEFT IS ALL THAT MATTERS 

Stories 
By Mark Slouka 
175 pp. Norton. $24.95.

These elegant stories 
are stuffed full of the 
bittersweet wisdom 
of people who have 
lived enough to know, 
as the title puts it, that 
“all that is left is all 
that matters,” that “the 
world doesn’t care for 
us — we pass through 

its rooms like ghosts,” that “if there 
were any justice left it would shrivel and 
die at the injustice of it all.” Yet Slouka’s 
characters aren’t so world-weary as 
to be cheerless; they’re just real and 
flawed like the rest of us, their wisdom 
hard won.

In “Then,” Tom takes the train into 
Manhattan to escape, or perhaps to wal-
low in, a gathering sadness “about my 
father, wrapping up and not inclined to 
go gently, about time, about mortality, 
the speed of things.” It also becomes a 
journey into the past when Tom bumps 
into someone who was his lover 40 years 
earlier and remembers a weekend when 
the death of a stranger fortuitously (for 
them) delayed his lover’s departure from 
the city — so one man’s death became 
another’s extra nights of passion. Death 
also looms over “Crossing,” about an 
estranged dad taking his young son on 
a camping trip in the Pacific Northwest. 
No spoilers here, but the tension is as 
powerful as the “swiftly flowing field” 
of river water they must cross on foot, 
which is described so well that it comes 
alive, another character in yet another 
gem of a story.

OTHER PEOPLE’S LOVE AFFAIRS 

Stories 
By D. Wystan Owen 
213 pp. Algonquin. Paper, $15.95.

The people who live 
in the village of Glass 
are a sad lot, their 
lives suffused with a 
grayness that borders 
on oppressive. Located 
somewhere on the coast 
of England, the village 
links the stories in this 
debut collection about 

some very British characters who have 
all, in different ways, been disappointed 
by life. There’s an old-fashioned air to the 
writing and the people, the Harolds and 
Walters and Esthers and their recollec-
tions of Trilby the florist, Herville the 
butcher, the old picture house, the trip to 
the big top — even, in “The Patroness,” 
to a salon run by a wealthy widow and 
frequented by a collection of “not-quite-
first-rate artists.”

Owen is a gentle writer who tenderly 
sifts through his characters’ lives, reveal-
ing the losses and regrets that stalk 
them. The title story is about two women, 
Erma and Violet, drawn together by their 
“corpulence” (Owen isn’t the kind of writ-
er who would call them fat), who live as 
companions for 20 years. But then comes 
Violet’s death from heart failure and 
Erma’s discovery of a “small curiosity” 
in Violet’s will: an old desk bequeathed 
to the owner of a local pub. From that 
grows an obsessive, destructive doubt 
about what their years together had 
really meant to Violet. Like so many of 
Glass’s citizens, Erma is among the “bro-
ken beings … far past repair.”

THE WRONG HEAVEN 

Stories 
By Amy Bonnaffons 
242 pp. Little, Brown. $26.

With its talking statues, 
miniature carvings that 
spring to life, angels 
and human-to-animal 
metamorphosis, much 
of Bonnaffons’s collec-
tion reads like children’s 
stories for adults — the 
kind where life lessons 
come wrapped up in 

the fantastical. In “Horse,” 39-year-old 
Cassie decides to become one (a horse, 
that is), a transformation prompted by 
a “crisis of boredom”: “I was bored with 
my job, bored with Boston, bored with 
my periodic escapes, bored with my at-
tempts at relationships; by womanhood, 
personhood, life.” As Cassie’s feet become 
hoof-like, her legs lengthening and sprout-
ing caramel-colored hair, Bonnaffons riffs 
on a few of Life’s Big Questions: identity, 
consciousness, procreation, freedom and 
wildness. Her writing is bright and lively, 
though sometimes she explains too much. 
“Maybe we could have a safe word,” a 
character in “Black Stones” tells her 
husband, adding, “You know, one of those 
phrases to prevent kinky sex from going 
too far.”

It’s in the nonmagical everyday world 
that Bonnaffons reveals some magic of 
her own, as in the story “Doris and Katie,” 
about the complicated friendship of two 
“65-year-old widows with arthritis,” one of 
whom has cancer, each of whom is alone, 
even when they’re together. “No one had 
warned her about this part,” Doris thinks, 
“the lonely length of a life, the way new 
moments kept arriving like empty boxes 
on her doorstep. Each day, a fresh noth-
ing.”

ALISON MCCULLOCH is a New Zealand journalist and writer.
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 1 1 11CRAZY RICH ASIANS, by Kevin Kwan. (Anchor) A New Yorker gets a surprise when she 
spends the summer with her boyfriend in Singapore.

 2  1PIECES OF HER, by Karin Slaughter. (Morrow) When a violent incident reveals her 
mother’s secret past, Andrea Oliver searches for clues to save her.

 3 2 2TEXAS RANGER, by James Patterson and Andrew Bourelle. (Little, Brown) Rory Yates’s 
job and reputation are at risk when he is accused of killing his ex-wife.

 4 6 3CHINA RICH GIRLFRIEND, by Kevin Kwan. (Anchor) The second book in the Crazy 
Rich Asians trilogy. As her wedding draws near, Rachel Chu discovers her birth father.

 5 9 2RICH PEOPLE PROBLEMS, by Kevin Kwan. (Anchor) The final book in the Crazy Rich 
Asians trilogy. Rivalries and jealousies arise among privileged families.

 6 3 26ORIGIN, by Dan Brown. (Doubleday) A symbology professor goes on a perilous quest 
with a beautiful museum director.

 7 4 13SHARP OBJECTS, by Gillian Flynn. (Broadway) After a stay at a psychiatric hospital, a 
reporter reluctantly returns to her hometown to cover the murders of two girls.

 8  17SMALL GREAT THINGS, by Jodi Picoult. (Ballantine) A medical crisis entangles a black 
nurse, a white supremacist father and a white lawyer.

 9 14 8LESS, by Andrew Sean Greer. (Back Bay) Winner of the 2018 Pulitzer Prize in fiction. 
To avoid an ex-boyfriend’s wedding, a failed novelist attends literary events around the 
world.

 10 8 12THE PRESIDENT IS MISSING, by Bill Clinton and James Patterson. (Little, Brown 
and Knopf) President Jonathan Duncan, a Gulf War veteran and widower, takes on 
adversaries at home and abroad.

 11  8INVISIBLE, by James Patterson and David Ellis. (Little, Brown) Searching for her 
sister’s killer, a former F.B.I. researcher finds a link between scores of unsolved 
cases.

 12  5YEAR ONE, by Nora Roberts. (St. Martin’s) When a pandemic strikes and the world 
spins into chaos, several travelers head west to find a new life.

 13 7 3TAILSPIN, by Sandra Brown. (Grand Central) A pilot navigates treacherous situations 
when he attempts to deliver a mysterious black box to a doctor in Georgia.

 14  1DESOLATION MOUNTAIN, by William Kent Krueger. (Atria) An independent 
investigation into a deadly plane crash in a remote part of a Native American 
reservation faces a menace.

 15  9AN AMERICAN MARRIAGE, by Tayari Jones. (Algonquin) A newlywed couple’s 
relationship is tested when the husband is sentenced to 12 years in prison.

 1 3 27EDUCATED, by Tara Westover. (Random House) The daughter of survivalists, who is 
kept out of school, educates herself enough to leave home for university.

 2 1 2UNHINGED, by Omarosa Manigault Newman. (Gallery) The reality TV star and former 
White House staffer describes her time and relationship with Donald Trump.

 3 2 5THE RUSSIA HOAX, by Gregg Jarrett. (Broadside) The Fox News analyst makes his 
case against the F.B.I. investigation into collusion between the Trump campaign and 
Russia.

 4 5 2HOUSE OF TRUMP, HOUSE OF PUTIN, by Craig Unger. (Dutton) An investigation into 
the relationship between the current heads of Russia and the United States, and their 
potential ties to the Russian Mafia.

 5  10FACTFULNESS, by Hans Rosling with Ola Rosling and Anna Rosling Ronnlund. 
(Flatiron) A look at our biases and the argument for why the world is in a better state 
than we might think.

 6 4 6LIARS, LEAKERS AND LIBERALS, by Jeanine Pirro. (Center Street) The legal analyst 
and Fox News host argues in favor of President Trump.

 7  1THE CHAPO GUIDE TO REVOLUTION, by Chapo Trap House. (Touchstone) The 
podcasters present a satirical guide to American politics and culture.

 8 8 36SAPIENS, by Yuval Noah Harari. (Harper) How Homo sapiens became Earth’s 
dominant species.

 9 9 3DOPESICK, by Beth Macy. (Little, Brown) An in-depth look at how opioid addiction 
affects Americans across geographic and class lines.

 10  59ASTROPHYSICS FOR PEOPLE IN A HURRY, by Neil deGrasse Tyson. (Norton) A 
straightforward, easy-to-understand introduction to the laws that govern the universe.

 11  6LINCOLN’S LAST TRIAL, by Dan Abrams and David Fisher. (Hanover Square) The 
1859 courtroom battle in which Abraham Lincoln defended the murderer of his 
protégé.

 12  15GRIT, by Angela Duckworth. (Scribner) A psychologist argues that passion and 
perseverance are the keys to success.

 13 10 14BAD BLOOD, by John Carreyrou. (Knopf) The rise and fall of Theranos, the biotech 
startup that failed to deliver on its promise to make blood testing more efficient.

 14  1RESISTANCE IS FUTILE!, by Ann Coulter. (Sentinel) The conservative commentator 
defines what she sees as liberal overreaction to President Trump and his policies.

 15 14 62KILLERS OF THE FLOWER MOON, by David Grann. (Doubleday) The story of a murder 
spree in 1920s Oklahoma that targeted Osage Indians, whose lands contained oil.
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