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Editor’s Note 
 
April 6, 2021 
 
To say the least, our school year has been quite different. When searching for a quote to 
relate literature to the times we live in now, I stumbled upon this one, which seemed 
so apt to share. 
 
“Reading gives us someplace to go when we have to stay where we are.”  
-Mason Cooley 
 
Certainly, reading gives us somewhere to go when we have to stay where we are, most 
likely in our homes, apartments, or dorms. Yet, reading does more than that. Reading 
allows us to become a character, witness others’ lives, experience our dream jobs, travel 
the world or our backyards, and embrace a different culture than our own. Reading gives 
us a place to be ourselves and even transform our thoughts and beliefs. This Cornell Book 
Review edition undeniably highlights these points. 
 
To accommodate the differences in our lives and the academic calendar, we decided to 
publish one Cornell Book Review encompassing reviews from Spring 2020, Fall 2020, and 
Spring 2021. We wanted to create a book where we would all be proud of our efforts.  
 
Indeed, I am very proud. Included in this Cornell Book Review are reviews written by 
creative students from all grades and places throughout the world who have had the chance 
to immerse themselves in a book, revel in the magic of storytelling, and share their feelings 
with us.  
 
Thank you for allowing me to serve as the Cornell Book Review’s Editor-in-Chief for the 
2020-2021 academic year. It has been an honor and role I have truly cherished. I hope that 
you enjoy reading these reviews as much as I have.  
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 

 
 
Serena Mary Uliano 
Editor-in-Chief 

Cornell Book Review  
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American Dirt by Jeanine Cummins  
Reviewed by Isaac Salazar 
Flatiron Books, 2020 
 
With advanced blurbs comparing it to 
The Grapes of Wrath alongside Stephen 
King and Sandra Cisneros’ (my two 
favorite authors) blessings of 
“marvelous” and “masterful” prose, I 
knew Jeanine Cummns’ American Dirt 
was going to be a book of 
Brobdingnagian proportions, and I 
wanted to be a part of the conversation. 
And the bang-up opening—the 
perfunctory slaughter and torrents of 
bullets that set a mother and her son on 
their journey north—had me 
eager to read more, to say the least. But 
once the honeymoon period had worn off, 
I read with augmented distaste. 
 
For starters, the book is ridiculed with 
gross representations of its subjects. 
Despite Cummins’ claims to have been 
“careful and deliberate in my [her] 
research,” she failed to research how to 
spell her characters’ names. The surname 
Quijano has not been spelled with an X 
since Medieval Spain, and the correct 
Spanish version of the name “Luke” is 
Lucas. One wonders if the protagonist 
Lydia adopted her son “Luca” from Italy, 
Hungary or perhaps Romania. The name 
sounds extra dissonant to a Spanish-
speaking reader, as names ending in A are 
typically female. When even the 
characters’ names are butchered, what 
can one expect from the rest of the book? 
 
Cummins sprinkles in the most 
stereotypical cultural fetishes that 
Americans associate with Mexico: 
quinceañera dresses, Day of the Dead 
celebrations, concha sweetbread rolls, 
grilled carne asada. In her imaginary 
vision of Mexico, these items exist, 

incongruously, alongside extreme 
analogisms. 
 
Ostensibly, Mexican characters eat 
typical American cuisine that is foreign to 
most of Mexico: sticky and sweet BBQ 
sauce, black licorice drops, tacos with 
heavy sour cream. They think in terms of 
Anglo-American cultural references. 
When Lydia comes to the route of the 
freight train, she ponders: 
 
The freight tracks stretch out across the 
Mexican landscape like a beanstalk 
migrant must climb  
Never mind the fact that Jack and the 
Beanstalk is a legendary reference as 
foreign to Mexico as La Llorona is to 
most British peoples. 
 
When Lydia begins her escape from the 
narcos, she heads for the home goods 
department of a store and buys a 
“machete” to defend herself. The weapon 
is described as having a retractable blade 
and a “tiny black holster she can strap to 
her leg.” This type of knife is not known 
as a “machete” in the United States. Or in 
the U.K. Or in Mexico, for that matter, 
despite the 
author’s insistence on referring to it as 
such. 
 
Cummins fails to understand the racial 
dynamics of Mexico, and of human 
genetics in general. When Mexican 
authorities detain Lydia and two fellow 
migrants, Cummins explains that the 
agents know the migrants cannot possibly 
be Lydia’s relatives, as their skin is 
darker than hers.This contradicts the 
reality of many Mexican families, where 
blond-haired and dark-skinned cousins 
often share the same grandparents. 
Mexico is depicted as a one-dimensional 
nation, irredeemably corrupt and violent, 
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while the United States of American Dirt 
is a fantasy land: a country free of gun 
violence, hate groups and organized 
crime. While the book ostensibly pushes 
a progressive message, it drives home a 
very Trumpist myth: “crime and violence 
are Mexican problems.” 
 
Meanwhile, the supposedly Mexican 
characters react to Mexico’s problems as 
a native foreigner would. When Javier 
visits Lydia’s bookstore, the woman is 
shocked to learn that this 
nastily-dressed man with fearsome 
bodyguards is—oh my stars—involved in 
organized crime! The literary setting is 
especially interesting, as Cummins seems 
all but unaware that books are written 
here in Mexico. 
 
The novel itself opens with a quote from 
Chilean author Pablo Neruda. Why quote 
a poet born 7,000 miles away, when 
Mexico has given the world some of its 
greatest poets, from the ancient poet-king 
Nezahualcóyotl to Nobel Laureate 
Octavio Paz? Likely because Neruda is 
the only Spanish-language poet that most 
gringos have ever heard of, and most U.S. 
readers only recognize his name from a 
reference in How I Met Your Mother. 
 
The theme of South American literature 
persists when Lydia and Luca are fleeing 
the narcos. They check into a hotel under 
the false name of “Fermina Daza,” a 
character created by Colombian author 
Gabriel García Márquez. By the time 
Javier shows up, though, Cummins has 
apparently exhausted her knowledge of 
Latin American literature, and resorts to 
referencing Anglophone authors instead. 
  
Javier saunters into Lydia's bookstore and 
buys a copy of Heart, You Bully, You 

Punk, a novel about a female teacher in 
Brooklyn who falls in love with her 
student’s father. Machismo be damned, 
this hardened criminal is a sucker for 
“chick lit.” 
 
It is worth dwelling on the character of 
Javier for a moment. A “drinking game” 
could be created based on all the Latin 
American stereotypes he personifies. 
Javier is dapper, yet dangerous. He is 
charming, yet mysterious. He wears a 
white guayabera, a shirt the author 
describes as “more suitable for Sunday 
Mass than a regular workday.” (Untrue—
this is a casual garment, more suitable for 
a love affair in a Fabio-bedecked 
romance novel.) 
 
This quintessential “Latin Lover” shows 
up at Lydia’s bookstore and speaks to her 
in a tone significantly different from the 
other characters in American Dirt. I must 
emphasize, Javier’s dialogue does not 
reflect the normal speech patterns of 
Mexico, but perfectly reflects U.S. 
stereotypes. The only way to properly 
read Javier’s lines is through the most 
gross of caricatures. 
 
One should imagine the husky voice of 
Antonio Banderas, speaking at his most 
sensual and Spanishy. Any character he 
has played in English will do, although it 
is clear that Javier was ideally written for 
the voice of Puss in Boots. When Lydia 
asks if Javier reads English, the dapper 
narco responds: 
 
“I try, yes [...] My English isn’t fluent, but 
it’s close. And this story is so delicate.” 
 
Later, when Lydia praises him for being 
an ideal customer, he places a hand across 
his chest and gives a slight bow: 
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“I shall try to be enough [...] If I had met 
you in a different life, I would ask you to 
marry me.” 
 
When Lydia notices Javier’s criminal 
bodyguards standing outside the 
bookstore and naively suggests that they 
might cause harm to Javier, he casts her a 
debonaire look 
and—I kid you not, this is actually in the 
book—twitches his moustache. He then 
says with aplomb: 
 
“They will not.” 
 
Curiously, during these protracted 
sequences, Lydia continues to speak with 
a normal English cadence. Only Javier 
employs this sexy, Banderas-esque 
speech. Every scene reads like a 
conversation in English between a gringa 
and a Spanish-speaker. I kept 
  
exacting Javier to begin every sentence 
with “Eh, how you say? Ah, yes…” in the 
style of an old Saturday Night Live 
sketch. 
 
I wish these humorous stereotypes were 
the only thing Cummins gets wrong. 
More significantly, her novel 
misrepresents its own central topic—the 
dynamics of Mexian migration. Lydia 
and her son decide to escape Acapulco by 
riding northward atop the freight train 
known as La Bestia, described as the one 
place out of reach of the drug traffickers. 
In reality, this train is practically 
controlled by organized crime. Members 
of the Mara Salvatrucha gang regularly 
climb aboard, rape female traffickers and 
rob the migrants blind. Those who refuse 
to cooperate are thrown to their death. 
 
These horrific realities are glaringly 

absent from Cummins’ tale. 
 
The cultural inaccuracies of American 
Dirt run deep, right down to the language. 
The author sprinkles in italicized Spanish 
words and phrases at random, mostly 
those that would be acquired in a 
Beginner’s Spanish class. This begs the 
question—if she is translating dialogue 
that supposedly took place in Spanish, 
why not render it entirely English? Are 
these characters not fluent in their own 
language? 
 
Cummins seems to be repeating the long-
standing practice of Hollywood 
screenwriters 
establishing the “exotic” nature of a 
character by having them speak imperfect 
English. A James Bond villain will throw 
in an “auf Wiedersehen” or a 
“dosvidaniya” from their native tongue, 
despite the fact that “goodbye” is one of 
the first words one learns in a new 
language. 
 
Authors often try to indicate 
“foreignness” through broken English, 
and Cummins 
follows this convention. Mexican 
characters regularly use unusual turns of 
phrase, in a poor attempt to replicate the 
syntax of a language that the author does 
not herself speak. It all smacks of the 
“Engrish” used by Anglo writers to depict 
bad Asian stereotypes. 
Whatever the intended motives behind it, 
the end result is a heavy “othering” of the 
Mexican characters. 
 
Despite its entertainment value, 
American Dirt is an extremely inaccurate 
representation of the real situation of a 
real country—every bit as bad as my own 
phony imitation of the Received 
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Pronunciation. The Apostle Paul once 
wrote, “Now we see through a glass, 
darkly, but later we shall see clearly, face 
to face.” The American public has been 
seeing diffuse, blurry images of Mexico 
for far too long already. It is time to see 
clearly, to 

allow Mexico to tell her own story in her 
own voice. 
 

 

 
 
The Starless Sea by Erin Morgenstern 
Doubleday Books, 2019 
Reviewed by Kelly Stone 
 
Morgenstern returns to the literary scene 
with The Starless Sea, her first novel in 
nearly a decade after the bestselling The 
Night Circus. She twists a characteristic 
spin on reality with a fantasy world running 
parallel to the setting as the characters dip 
between the real world and the mysterious 
realm of the Starless Sea. She roots the 
narrative with a relatable protagonist, 
Zachary Ezra Rawlings, a graduate student 
studying emerging media at a university in 
the middle-of-nowhere Vermont who finds 
himself inextricably linked with a once in 
a lifetime adventure. While browsing the 
stacks of his university library, he finds a 
strange book, which becomes even 
stranger once he finds a story from his own 
childhood listed inside. The son of a 
fortune-teller, Zachary encountered a 
painted door in an alleyway when he was a 
child and decided not to enter. When he 
returned to the site of the door, it had 
disappeared and so, according to this book, 
had his opportunity to enter the realm of 
the Starless Sea, until now. He begins to 
research this phenomenon, which leads 
him to a masquerade party in New York 

City. He catches the interest of a charming 
storyteller called Dorian who throws 
Zachary into the dangerous conflict 
between otherworldly societies. As the 
antagonists chase them, Dorian pushes 
Zachary through a painted door into the 
Starless Sea. And this is where his life 
changes forever. 
 
Morgenstern uses purposeful ambiguity to 
establish the unique setting of the novel. 
This confusion helps put the reader on the 
same playing field as Zachary, who is also 
out of his 
element when trying to decode the mystery 
of the Starless Sea. For instance, 
Morgenstern does not explicitly define the 
place of the Starless Sea or symbolic 
figures like that of the Owl King. Yet she 
repeatedly references these symbols. The 
nonlinear structure of the plot can also 
create confusion. However, it allows 
Zachary to propel forward toward an 
unknown goal while facing obstacles that 
do not always make sense to him but still 
fit together. A pivotal piece of the narrative 
is its reliance on repeated symbols. While 
their significance remains fuzzy for most 
of the book, their repetition cues the reader 
into areas in the novel that will connect. 
These symbols, like bees, keys, swords, 
and doors, seem random, but their 
campiness stands out and relates to the 
slightly off-kilter fantasy elements that 
Morgenstern litters throughout the 
otherwise realistic alternate reality setting. 
 
The characteristic quirkiness of the 
worldbuilding is shown through Zachary’s 
observations. Morgenstern writes, “He was 
not prepared for jewelry-based accusations 
in underground cathedrals currently closed 
for business of renovations. He was not 
prepared for anything that has happened 
this evening except maybe the cab ride” 
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(122). Zachary must reconcile his 
expectations of reality with the unusual 
logic that defines the fantasy of the Starless 
Sea and all that runs tangential to it. In 
order to chase after this goal of adventure-
seeking, which he feels especially bad 
about missing out on as a child, Zachary 
must accept that he may encounter 
seemingly fantastic people, places, and 
things. However, due to his upbringing in 
a mostly normal society, other than the 
note of his mother’s belief in the 
otherworldly, Zachary still struggles to 
adjust to this new perspective. 
Morgenstern notes, “He couldn’t have 
made up this much detail on a person. 
Imaginary ladies can’t order coffee at 
Starbucks, probably” (157). Part of his 
coping and attempts to comprehend the 
fantasy sparking up around him is by 
making this sort of logical comparisons. In 
this scene, Zachary is with Mirabel, 
another main character from the realm of 
the Starless Sea. She brings Zachary back 
to New York to rescue Dorian, whom their 
enemies had captured after he saved 
Zachary by pushing him through the door. 
Mirabel is an otherworldly figure in the 
very mundane setting of Starbucks. This 
ironic moment demonstrates 
Morgenstern’s masterful interweaving of 
reality and fantasy within this novel. Plus, 
Zachary’s struggle to ascertain the two and 
cloud his thoughts makes for an interesting 
internal, psychological conflict within the 
protagonist moving forward. 
 
The book is divided into several sections, 
each based on a different body of text that 
becomes significant to the characters 
within that section. This alludes to the 
overarching theme of stories existing 
within other stories. The realm of the 
Starless Sea appears as another world that 
people can visit by chance or fate after 

entering a painted door. However, its 
landing space is an underground library. At 
the heart of this world, stories play an 
incremental role. Within the novel, 
Zachary’s journey begins by browsing 
through his university library and 
researching a book. The stories within that 
book reflect events that have occured in 
relation to the Starless Sea. Once Zachary 
and Dorian are reunited, Mirabel brings 
them back to the Starless Sea, where they 
read through books to try to figure out what 
exactly is going on and how to move 
forward. Mirabel and the Keeper, who is 
the figure that greets everyone once they 
enter the Starless Sea, are both characters 
in the stories about the Starless Sea and 
people who Zachary and Dorian meet in 
their lives. Dorian is also someone from the 
real world, like Zachary, who has by 
chance found himself involved in the 
conflicts of the Starless Sea. While this 
could lead to an us versus them mentality, 
instead these characters come together to 
try to save the Starless Sea. 
 
Inevitability and fate are concepts that 
drive the nature of the Starless Sea. In the 
beginning of the novel, when Zachary 
reads the story about his childhood, the 
story ends by stating, “And so the son of 
the fortune-teller does not find his way to 
the Starless Sea. Not yet.” (13). These two 
words, “not yet,” encourage Zachary to 
seek his fate, even though it is normally out 
of character for him to alter his life so 
drastically on a whim. He identifies with 
this story and wants to play a part in 
bringing it to its rightful conclusion. 
 
The idea of fate and inevitability are 
contrasted through the unusual passage of 
time in the novel. Time seems to work 
differently in the world of the Starless Sea 
than it does in the real world. As a result, 
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characters lose and find each other at 
unexpected occasions, which leads to 
many obstacles. At the same time, this 
sense of helplessness allows for a greater 
excitement when timelines finally come 
together and reunions or first meetings 
between the characters ensue. This urgency 
is nicely paralleled with the idea of stories 
within stories. One book that Zachary finds 
recounts the ballad of Simon and Eleanor, 
who have both found themselves in the 
Starless Sea and fell in love but lost each 
other. Zachary and Dorian become 
separated and individually find Simon and 
Eleanor, which brings them back together. 
This furthermore extends the point that 
characters within stories do not exist as 
imaginary in the Starless Sea, but instead 
as active players. 
 
Later, Morgenstern introduces Allegra, 
who leads the antagonistic group creating 
obstacles for the main characters and trying 
to close off the Starless Sea from the world. 
Allegra’s intentions are twisted from the 
perspective of those rooting for the 
continuation of the Starless Sea, but just in 
her own way. She feels such attachment to 
this world that she does not want others 
coming in to ruin it. As a result, Allegra 
pushes back against this idea of 
inevitability. She is a painter with the 
ability to predict the future through her art. 
For example, she creates a painting that 
shows Zachary and Dorian in the Starless 
Sea, years before either of them arrives 
there. This image further solidifies fate’s 
role in motivating the characters. Yet, 
Allegra envisions a different future for her 
beloved home. Morgenstern writes, “If she 
is going to change the story, this is where 
she starts” (317). Allegra works to burn 
down the doors that lead to the Starless 
Sea. 
 

This attempt leads to the discussion of 
agency, or lack thereof, within the novel. 
Many of the characters are pushed along 
toward goals due to a higher force of fate 
determining that this is the way that the 
story should end. This is a unique narrative 
structure from most novels, as it seems like 
the characters are less in control of their 
own stories than the setting of the Starless 
Sea itself. Allegra attempts to argue with 
fate through her actions, leading to colossal 
damages within the fabric that holds 
together the Starless Sea. Zachary and 
Dorian serve as the heroes of the story by 
trying to reset the balance of the Starless 
Sea. Yet, the novel’s conclusion lends to 
the question of whether stirring the 
metaphorical boat would have allowed for 
a new kind of future for both the real world 
and fantasy worlds, or if sticking to the 
cycle that the fate of the story determines 
is as ideal as it seems. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Crescent City: House of Earth and Blood 
by Sarah J. Maas 
Reviewed by Isabella Ogbolumani 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2020 
 
Crescent City: House of Earth and Blood 
is Sarah J. Maas’s first foray into the adult 
genre; here two previous series have been 
Young Adult. While both the A Court of 
Thorns and Roses (ACOTAR) and Throne 
of Glass series are fantastic, the first novel 
in the Crescent City series is 
unquestionably her best work yet; perhaps 
Maas has been destined to write adult 
novels all along. Maas published her very 
first novel, Throne of Glass, when she was 
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only 26-years-old. Now, she is 34. She has 
grown up with her books, as have her 
readers. Many of her readers, such as 
myself, discovered her novels in middle 
and high school as teen readers, and have 
since become adults.  
 
The first Crescent City novel takes place in 
a modern fantasy world that is reminiscent 
of the Roman Empire. Imagine if the 
Roman Empire had never fallen, add in 
magic and modern technology (cell 
phones, cars, helicopters, etc.) and every 
single paranormal, magical creature you 
can think of (fae, vampires, shape-shifters, 
angels, mermaids, etc.) coexisting among 
humans, and you've got the world of 
Crescent City.  
 
It should be noted that Sarah J. Maas is a 
polarizing author; she does not come 
without controversy. Some of the main 
critics to her books are quite valid: the 
writing style isn’t sophisticated enough, 
her novels lack diversity, and her male 
characters are controlling alpha males. 
Readers who have disliked Maas’s 
previous work because they don’t like her 
writing or the types of stories she tells will 
not find Crescent City to be to their liking; 
this book is not going to fix that for them. 
However, Maas does in fact remedy her 
diversity and alpha male issue in Crescent 
City. There are multiple queer characters as 
well as prominent characters of color. 
Additionally, Maas seems to be making fun 
of her past self in the novel, creating the 
term “alphahole,” a combination of “alpha 
male” and “asshole.” Maas describes an 
“alphahole” as “possessive and 
aggressive… males who rip your shirt off 
at the slightest provocation, who know how 
to kill people in twenty different ways, who 
have females falling over themselves to be 
with you” and whose favorite hobbies 

include, “brooding, fighting, and roaring.” 
This describes many of the main male 
characters in her previous two series, and 
the male protagonist in Crescent City does 
not fit the description. So, if you fall into 
the second category of Maas critics, and 
you like urban fantasy, there is much to 
love in this book. And, of course, all die-
hard Sarah J. Maas fans will absolutely 
love this.  
 
In addition to her growth when it comes to 
diversity and character traits, Maas dives 
into social issues in this novel, something 
that was never really present in any of her 
previous twelve novels. In Crescent City, 
there is no shortage of complex 
sociopolitical commentary, and Maas 
plays around with a lot of important 
societal concepts, particularly that of 
oppression. There was even a scene that 
seemed to be addressing climate change, 
which I very much appreciated. These 
threads will most definitely continue to be 
explored in the coming books. Maas also 
continues to explore grief and trauma in 
fruitful ways, continuously making the 
point through her readers that it is okay to 
not be okay.  
 
In terms of the plot, Crescent City itself is 
a hybrid of urban paranormal fantasy and 
murder mystery, and it follows Bryce 
Quinlan, a half-fae half-human who is a 
recent college grad living in Crescent City 
(also known as Lunathion). She works for 
a notorious sorceress at an antiquities shop 
that deals in magical artifacts. Bryce is 
very much a party girl and loves being a 
party girl, along with her best friend, 
Danika, who is a wolf shape-shifter and the 
Alpha of the city's best wolf pack. One 
night, Bryce is out partying, and she returns 
to her apartment to find Danika and her 
entire pack slaughtered (this is not a 
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spoiler, it's in the description). The book 
then jumps forward two years, where 
Bryce's life is very different. Similar 
murders have started happening again, and 
it turns out the person in prison for the 
deaths of Danika and her pack didn't 
actually do it. So, the governor of Crescent 
City, the archangel Micah, orders Bryce to 
track down the killer. He tasks his personal 
assassin and slave, a fallen angel named 
Hunt, to protect Bryce and solve the 
murders with her. At first, Bryce thinks 
Hunt is an arrogant "alphahole," while he 
thinks she is a stupid, spoiled, party girl, 
when she's actually much more. From that 
comes an angsty, slow-burn hate to love 
romance. 
 
This book was never boring, and it was 
incredibly fast paced for its long length.  
The last third of the book was bonkers, full 
of non-stop action and shocking reveals 
and mind-boggling twists. The finale is 
ultimately more incendiary than any of her 
previous books.  Another strength in the 
book is humor; it was incredibly funny at 
times, laugh out loud funny, even. The 
banter between Bryce and Hunt is 
absolutely priceless, and it only makes the 
book stronger. 
 
While the world-building, the setting, and 
the lore are definitely highlighting of the 
novel, so too are the characters and Maas’s 
capacity for spellbinding love stories. 
Bryce is definitely Maas’s best heroine. A 
steady combination of Celaena Sardothien 
and Feyre Archeron, the protagonists from 
Maas’s previous two series, Bryce is girly, 
she likes high heels and short skirts, and 
still she is a fierce force to be reckoned 
with who knows how to wield a gun and hit 
the bullseye every single time. Maas takes 
a legitimately feminist perspective in this 
novel, making it clear that being feminine 

in no way equals fragility. Bryce is also 
relatively selfless, and she values her 
family and friends above all else, living by 
the mantra, “Through love, all is possible.” 
At one point, Hunt, who starts off the book 
incredibly wary of Bryce and her 
shenanigans, remarks of her, “Not a party 
girl at all. Just content to let the world 
believe the worst of her.” Bryce herself 
states, “There’s nothing wrong with being 
a party girl. I don’t get why the world 
thinks there is… it’s easier for me- when 
people assume the worst about what I am. 
It lets me see who they really are.” In fact, 
Maas discussed her intentions with Bryce’s 
character in an interview, and her 
statements very clearly reflect on how 
Bryce turned out. Maas says to The Sydney 
Morning Herald, “I feel like society tries to 
put women into boxesHunt is also a 
complex and interesting character. A fallen 
angel who is enslaved because of his role 
in a deadly rebellion a few centuries prior, 
he first appears to be a super macho-male 
character, when in fact, like Bryce, he has 
many different complex layers. He’s not 
completely unlike The Vampire Diaries’ 
Damon Salvatore, prepared to murder in an 
instant and yet content to sit on the couch 
and watch reality TV. 
 
The only "complaint" I really have about 
this book is that it is perhaps too long. It is 
799 pages, and it did not need to be that 
long. That being said, I was still never 
bored, and I found every single scene had 
a purpose and was incremental to the plot 
and story as a whole. Personally, I think 
Sarah J. Maas has a tendency to overwrite, 
to use more words to describe something 
than is necessary, to add paragraphs of 
descriptions that are also unnecessary in 
their extent. If she were to simply shave off 
a few words here and there, shorten 
descriptions, tighten up her writing, she 
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would likely have been able to shorten the 
book by over one hundred pages.   
 
I highly recommend this book to Sarah J. 
Maas fans, lovers of urban fantasy, and 
those who love an epic, slow burn 
romance. I personally cannot wait for the 
second book to come out and to see where 
Maas takes Bryce and Hunt’s story. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Edward by Ann Napolitano 
Reviewed by [Abby Cohen] 
Penguin Random House, 2020 
 
A plane headed from Newark to Los 
Angeles crashes in an open field in 
Colorado killing everyone on board except 
for a twelve-year-old boy, Eddie Adler. His 
family was on their way to move to Los 
Angeles for his mother’s new job as a 
screenwriter for a movie. Among the 
victims are an ex-US army soldier, a young 
woman on her way to her boyfriend (who 
will propose to her), a woman who believes 
she has lived multiple incarnations, a 
young Wallstreet tycoon, and 185 others, 
including the pilots and flight attendants. 
After the crash, Eddie is faced with the 
indescribable struggle of reconstructing his 
life after losing the most meaningful parts 
of it: his parents and, especially, his 
brother, Jordan.  
 
In the hospital after the crash, when asked 
his name, the sole survivor responds with 
“Edward,” reverting to his full name and 
changing his main identifier. This name 
change is representative of the forced 
maturity Edward has to face, for after 

experiencing a trauma such as the crash, he 
cannot continue existing as a normal kid 
(which Edward will later try to debate 
during a session with his therapist). A 
weak, broken, shaken Edward gets taken in 
by his aunt and uncle, Lacey and John, who 
have had experience with their own loss in 
the form of multiple miscarriages. Edward 
might be the son they’ve been looking for, 
but he comes with a heavy burden of 
inescapable trauma.  
 
Desperate to find a form of familiarity, 
Edward attaches himself to his next-door 
neighbor, Shay, and spends many hours 
each day during his first summer after the 
crash with her. He refuses to sleep in the 
upstairs nursery of John and Lacey’s home 
and instead sleeps on Shay’s floor every 
night. Too spooky, and the stairs make him 
nervous about his broken leg. Once he and 
Shay begin to grow into teenagers, Edward 
needs to take a step back and confront the 
lonely darkness of sleeping on his own. 
Edward and Shay are inseparable friends, 
and Shay plays a significant role in his 
finding comfort in a life that has been 
completely turned over. 
 
Now, this novel does not follow a linear 
course of events. The first chapter begins 
with the hustle and bustle of the many 
passengers at Newark airport getting their 
affairs in order before boarding the plane. 
The second chapter begins with “The 
National Transportation Safety Board’s 
‘Go-Team’ […] at the site seven hours 
after the accident” (22). Napolitano creates 
two intertwined narratives parallel to each 
other: one of the passengers of the plane 
and their inconsequential qualms of being 
squashed in a seat the size of a postage 
stamp for six hours; and the other of a 
young boy’s struggle to grow up 
traumatized and alone in an unpredictable 
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world. The most heartrending concept 
behind the construction of this novel is that 
as I get to know the passengers of the plane 
and pick out favorites and least favorites, I 
know that this increasing familiarity only 
brings me closer to the crash that will 
inevitably happen. This structuring is 
foreshadowing in its most evil and blunt 
form. Of course, there is no escaping the 
crash at the end of the first narrative (as 
evidenced by Edward’s growing up 
parallel to the flight’s duration), yet as I 
progressed through the novel, I found 
myself rooting for the plane. Maybe the 
pilots won’t make that fatal mistake which 
dooms all (but one) aboard the plane… 
 
While on the plane, Napolitano’s 
descriptions of the passengers make them 
seem so alive, as if the plane’s freezing air-
conditioning jets are pumping a last hurrah 
of vitality into the cabin before it crashes. 
One can practically smell the life force 
behind the description, “Every time she 
[Veronica, the flight attendant] leaves an 
airport, she appreciates the unpredictability 
of each inhale. There might be a soft gust 
of wind, or the smell of popcorn, or the 
heaviness that precedes a rainstorm. She 
notices nuances in the air that everyone 
else is immune to […]. Veronica enjoys the 
unbridled nature of the outside world in 
small doses, but this is her home. She is the 
fullest version of herself at thirty thousand 
feet” (152). I found this paragraph 
particularly moving, as the final breath that 
anyone (except Eddie-turned-Edward) will 
take will be in this predictable, sterile plane 
air, and not the wild atmosphere outside. 
 
Each passenger finds an activity for the 
duration of the flight, adding to their 
character and increasing the normality and 
connection the reader feels to their lives. 
Mark, the Wallstreet tycoon, hooks up with 

Veronica in the bathroom. Linda, the 
young woman on the way to her boyfriend, 
finds out she’s pregnant. Florida, the 
woman reincarnate, eats a turkey 
sandwich. Jordan listens to music. Eddie 
pushes his hand up against the window and 
watches his handprint disappear. The third 
person omniscient narrator jumps around 
to each relevant passenger, giving the 
reader a little snippet of the life, we know 
will be lost by the end of the novel. Each 
person wondering, “How should I pass this 
time before my real-life resumes?” (such 
an evil sentence…) (44).  
 
As I read the chapters set on the plane, the 
people didn’t feel dead to me yet. 
Napolitano puts you in the time and place 
of the plane so convincingly that you can 
almost forget about Edward’s 
simultaneous struggle on the ground 
below. Only when I’m back with Edward 
trying to move on from this tragedy do I 
feel like the mentions of the passengers are 
mere whispers. Once I’m in the new, 
present setting, I feel Edward’s loss and 
emptiness reflected in the more somber, 
down to earth tone (pun intended). There is 
no more direct contact with the passengers’ 
thoughts or plans for tomorrow. They are 
someone’s grandson, someone’s sister, 
someone’s wife, not their own people 
heading to their next adventure. 
 
Part of Edward’s growing up and away 
from the crash is him realizing that he is not 
the only one affected by others’ actions – 
the reverse is blaringly true as well. As 
Edward and Shay grow into teen-hood, 
Edward fears his relationship with Shay is 
dwindling. She informs him of the 
outsider’s perspective of his situation is, 
how he appears “lucky” that he survived. 
He reflects on this information, thinking, 
“Maybe I’m the asshole. None of this has 
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occurred to him before” (194). Part of 
Edward’s maturity is stepping out of his 
own skin and pain for a moment and 
having experience with empathy. He’s 
received sympathetic looks and apologies 
from others but faces a point where he 
needs to turn this treatment around. Only 
once Edward steps outside of his body and 
begins to look at the world around him – at 
the others affected by the crash – is he able 
to arrive at a form of acceptance, or at least 
a conception of being able to continue on 
with minimized pain. 
 
The central event prompting the title of this 
novel, Dear Edward, is Shay and Edward’s 
discovery of duffel bags in John’s garage 
full of letters addressed to Edward from 
people somehow related to the crash. Some 
ask for him to live for those who died, 
some ask him to visit a certain place, some 
ask for a response, and some just wish him 
well. These letters are the turning point for 
Edward, as they provide a map for him to 
connect the events on the ground to those 
in the sky. He has been lost until now, and 
the letters help him navigate his newly 
drawn path on the ground. The stories 
family members recount of the passengers 
bring some remaining vitality from the 
plane down to Edward. As the novel 
progresses, I begin to feel a stronger 
connectivity between Edward and those on 
the plane just as he does through his growth 
into maturity. We see Edward develop into 
a sure-footed, fully materialized young 
man while we read the mechanical events 
causing the plane crash. 
 
Ann Napolitano’s language is profound yet 
comprehensible, shaking the reader to the 
core and taking them on a wild ride in the 
sky and on the ground. Eddie is on the 
plane with his family while Edward 
continues his life: he loses a part of himself 

with the loss of his family but feels a 
transfer of the molecules of all who were 
lost. He perseveres and lives his life for 
himself.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Crying Book by Heather Christle 
Reviewed by Catherine Andreadis 
Catapult New York, 2019 
 
If a poet was to write a nonfiction book, it 
seems natural that it would be about crying. 
While we see poetry as sappy little 
packages that drip and ooze with emotion, 
they can actually be tours into the deepest 
corners of ourselves and reveal pieces of 
society that even nonfiction can’t achieve. 
The Crying Book sets out to accomplish 
this through a synergism of Christle’s 
poetic tendencies, personal experience, and 
scientific evidence to examine the act of 
crying.  
 
That being said, to say I didn’t know what 
to expect when starting this book was an 
understatement. I like to familiarize myself 
with the author as a person before I 
understand their thoughts, and thanks to 
Google all I found on Heather Christle was 
emphatic poetry readings with words that 
stung me like alcohol hitting a paper cut. In 
this respect, Christle is a captain of 
consistency in being able to convey her 
voice. A decent chunk of this book felt like 
I was privy to reading her diary. There is 
no conceivable plot, no history, or no 
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context given that outlines what Christle 
wants to achieve in a mere 170 pages. 
Instead, we are given a memory shaped by 
the words of a waxing poetic. Crying is 
made personal from the start, and I feel 
like, for something so integral to the human 
experience, we need that wake-up call from 
someone’s memory to really analyze it. As 
someone who does not consider 
themselves a sap (and maybe has a good 
cry with the sparsity of a holiday), I needed 
that jolt to become invested in my own act 
of crying.  Like, of course, we all have 
become “hideous” after a good cry, but 
compare that to Ovid and then roll into the 
idea of the blessing of noses and the fact 
that “there is no glamour in honking”-- 
crying has become something we do in a 
corner to a societal statement. This is 
where I find the main strength of Christle’s 
book to be. Writing a clinical book about 
crying is counter-intuitive. Where’s your 
humanity if you take one of the rawest 
expressions of emotion and reduce it to 
scientific lingo? Christle’s frank, honest, 
and introspective voice (like that piercing 
voice I heard in those videos) is the 
humanity this book needs to work.  
 
Going back to my feeling that this book is 
less like a book and more like a diary is 
evident through its structure, as much as it 
is through Christle’s cuts of herself. There 
are threads of what crying means to her that 
can be tracked throughout the book. At 
some points, we find her confident and 
brimming with gusto in describing how 
crying was used as a point of sexism while 
other points she is crumbling under the 
weight of her mind’s anguish. I often felt 
like I was meandering through Christle’s 
mind while reading. But her mind was like 
a dense and tangled forest and I was left 
with a measly weed whacker to claw my 
way through. In a lot of ways, her 

perspective and experiences were the focal 
points of this largely abstract piece that 
made it necessary for her to drive her ideas 
to a sense of wholeness. 
 
 While at times reading her voice can feel 
suffocating and enervating as she spirals, it 
helps clarify what this book is. It’s a means 
of catharsis for someone who lost a friend 
to suicide, and her sense of self to 
miscarriage and postpartum depression. So 
while there are snippets of science and 
crying factoids ( who knew Shirley Temple 
cried over the moon or by the expert advice 
of WikiHow you could stop your damn of 
tears from breaking by simply removing 
the lump in your throat), they are all 
patches in the larger quilt that surround 
Christle’s uniquely human experience with 
tears.  To write a memoir about her 
experiences of sorrow would be to bleak 
and most likely lack the depth that Christle 
seeks to achieve with her poetry. In 
connecting her experiences through her 
tears, it’s a way to process her trauma 
without having to bear the pain of 
explicitly reliving or re-examining it. I 
think for us as readers it’s weight would be 
too great to bear. For many of us, we’ve 
been taught crying and dealing with our 
grief is too great to bear, and to swallow 
this fact like a bitter pill. Christle’s rawness 
sets out to destigmatize crying (as a good 
deal of her book is devoted to) and play on 
our empathy to understand the behaviors of 
others by looking at ourselves. 
 
As poets do, Christle in an expert in driving 
her audience to see the beauty and mystery 
in the mundane. Despite its brevity, this 
book is punchy and sometimes really 
knocks you down to make you think. On 
one page you could be reading about 
Christle’s diagnosis of a variation of a 
bipolar disorder, to then musing on the 
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depths of despair that plague us through 
our perceived and actual grief. She poses 
questions on the spot, such as “ And what 
shall we make of ourselves from today? A 
memory, a seedling, a word? What can we 
hold up to the light and find despair has not 
yet touched?” We’re all hit with these 
points at one time or another, especially 
after a particularly draining cry that leaves 
your eyes feeling like raisins and your body 
empty like the vessel that it is. But to see it 
put into writing, as something concrete and 
inescapable is what makes this book 
intriguing. While it did encourage the 
frightening aspect of self-reflection, I 
found myself itching to pick the book up 
again for another nugget of self-discover 
that instead of guided by my fears was 
driven by my curiosity.  
 
Heather Christle’s The Crying Book is a 
book by title but more resembles a mind 
confined by the limits of ink and paper.  A 
book like this should be obligate reading if 
you’re human and crying is a thing you 
happen to do every once in a while. Those 
tears are packages of emotion, knowledge, 
freedom, and equality so you may want to 
think twice before brushing them off.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How to Break Up with Fast Fashion by 
Lauren Bravo 
Reviewed by Kimberly Koh 
Headline Home, 2020 
 
It’s 2020 and the push for ethical living is 
now also taking place on the runway and at 
the register. While large-scale reform is 
ultimately the responsibility of 

governments and corporations, Lauren 
Bravo in her newly published personal 
journey How to Break Up with Fast 
Fashion explores the ways in which we, as 
individual consumers, can take actionable 
steps to reduce our impact without 
sacrificing personal style.   
 
Bravo, a self-proclaimed former clothing 
acquisition hobbyist, decided that her 2019 
New Year’s Resolution would be to give 
up fast fashion for the year — a 
#notnewyear as coined by her friend Daisy. 
Bravo’s experience as a freelance 
journalist who writes pieces about 
“fashion, popular culture, food, travel, and 
feminism, for places like Refinery29, 
Cosmopolitan… and the Guardian” clearly 
shines through in her novel. How to Break 
Up with Fast Fashion manages to not only 
be deeply empathetic, and wildly 
entertaining, but also extremely 
informative.  
 
The book intersperses accounts of Bravo’s 
own personal shopping (or anti-shopping) 
adventures with fact-based journalistic 
entries about the greater context of the 
clothing industry.  
 
Though the ethical living world can feel a 
little preachy to the uninitiated, Lauren 
Bravo finds a way to toe the line between 
individual responsibility and forgiveness. 
Immediately after the introduction, the 
book includes a section called “A note on 
being terrible”. “Look, I am a terrible 
person” it begins, listing all the ways in 
which the author’s own life is still 
unsustainable. She claims veganism but 
admits that she makes exceptions for pizza 
and holidays. She still takes too-long of 
showers. She sometimes doesn’t recycle 
when it’s not convenient. For all of us who 
may be making an effort to live ethically or 
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maybe those of us who find it too daunting 
to even begin, Bravo’s imperfections are so 
relatable. “Guilt and shame”, she 
continues, can be motivating but can also 
hinder our ability to take productive action. 
On this fashion journey with Bravo as our 
guide, we leave that traditional mantra of 
“self-flagellation” behind, abandon our 
fetishized attachment to negativity and 
blame, and focus on what we can do and 
how everyday personal decisions can 
catalyze real change.  
 
How to Break Up with Fast Fashion is 
partitioned into three main sections: The 
Fight, The Split, and The Rebound. In The 
Fight, the book delves into the necessity of 
the “break up”. Outsourced manufacturing 
practices are frequently ignored by 
companies and invisible to consumers. 
Supply chains often lack transparency 
leading to exploitative labor conditions and 
negative environmental impact. 
Fortunately, these issues are rising in the 
public consciousness and calls for 
corporate accountability are increasingly 
common. The nature of fast fashion, 
however, does not lend itself well to fair 
trade practices or environmental 
sustainability. In fact, the life cycle of our 
clothing from production to landfill is often 
violent and wasteful, unhelped by the 
speed at which we go through them with 
one blog claiming the average lifespan of a 
garment is “five weeks”. Once fast fashion 
has been handily tossed into the “does not 
spark joy” bin, Part Two: The Split, 
discusses the “single life” away from 
clothing with topics ranging from 
intersectional eco-feminism and privilege 
to a list of spot removal techniques. 
Finally, The Rebound imagines life with a 
new beau, slow fashion. For Bravo, slow 
fashion means secondhand shopping, 
clothing swaps, and really treasuring what 

you already own. Slow fashion also seems 
to have many positive psychological 
benefits. Where fast fashion might have 
been that sexy lover who made you want to 
get all dressed up for them, slow fashion is 
a partner who wants you to get dressed up 
or not, but to do it for yourself.  
 
As we try to tackle ethical living and 
ethical consumerism, it can be intimidating 
to look at all the choices we have 
(sometimes none of them are good) and the 
all lifestyle changes we need to make 
(seemingly impossible). The sustainability 
and anti fast fashion movement can also be 
incredibly exclusive. Though How to 
Break Up with Fast Fashion asks its readers 
to reconsider, rethink, and restructure their 
style-lives, it never assumes bad intentions. 
There are many reasons why individuals 
may choose to stay shoppers. For example, 
many sustainable brands are not yet size 
inclusive and consumers often complain 
that ethical fashion has a limiting aesthetic. 
Secondhand shops are not easily accessible 
by all, and vintage shopping takes free time 
that not everyone has. Environmentalism 
tends to be a movement lacking in race 
diversity. Additionally, attacking fashion 
places the burden of change once again on 
the shoulders of women and other 
marginalized groups who rely on fashion 
for self-expression and self-confidence and 
generally not privileged men (including the 
CEOs of many fast fashion corporations).  
 
This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t challenge 
ourselves to change. Breaking up with fast 
fashion comes with personal growth and 
revelation after all. However, it does mean 
that Bravo promotes a particularly 
compassionate brand of revolution. If we 
cannot forgive others for not always doing 
the right thing, how can we forgive 
ourselves? As Bravo leads us into our own 
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fashionably ethical lives, she does not ask 
for perfection, just effort. We might mess 
up once in a while, but we can’t let that stop 
us. “Like being a vegetarian who 
sometimes has a drunken McNugget” — 
this is me at Nasties at 3am on a Saturday 
night— doing our best, giving it our 
imperfect all is what we should be asking 
of ourselves and others.  
 
On the other hand, we cannot let our 
enthusiasm for ethical choices wane if and 
when the ethical “trend” fades. Many of us 
have the privilege to experience 
sustainability as just a fad and many have 
privileged time and money available to us 
to make better choices. We can use that 
privilege to stand up for the sweatshop 
workers who do not have the power to 
unionize. We can support the local people 
whose air and water are being poisoned by 
our factories. We can protect our future 
selves from the climate crisis which only 
seems to be getting more imminent by the 
day. It may seem difficult to know where 
to start, but I think reading How to Break 
Up with Fast Fashion could be a really 
good first step. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Resisters Gish Jen 
Reviewed by Isaac Herzog 
Knopf Publishing, 2020  
 
The Resisters is set in a dystopian world 
where Aunt Nettie, an affectionate term for 
the overlord computer algorithm that rules 
America, controls every aspect of society. 
In a world divided into the white “Netteds” 

and the diverse “Surplus,” the book, 
surprisingly, deals with resistance of the 
social order via baseball, the long forgotten 
National American Pastime. Author Jen 
seems to be nostalgic for the good ole’ 
days, in the peak of baseball, but instead of 
wasting a book on another baseball 
historical fiction novel, she chose to 
integrate the sport into science fiction. 
 
The world is divided into two peoples. 
From the perspective of a surplus, the 
reader is immediately brought into a world 
that—scarily—is not too far away from 
science fiction. In this novel, there are 
drones flying through all the skies; the 
freedom of speech and assembly are 
suspended; robots control all aspects of 
production, daily life, and travel. One 
family deal with this issue by a small act of 
protest—an underground baseball league 
for the other surplus. Through the baseball 
league, they and other Surplus families 
have a normal life. Otherwise precluded 
from an education, job, or what you and I 
would consider a normal life, baseball 
becomes the event all the Surplus involved 
center their lives around. 
  
The main character, Gwen, is a pitcher with 
a stellar arm. As a 16-year-old girl, she 
baffles her parents, her community, and 
attracts the attention of Netted. For, this 
year, the United States of AutoAmerica 
will be participating in the Olympics, and 
baseball has just been added as a sport. 
Unfortunately for the USAA, however, 
ChinRussia is a massive competitor 
because they have genetically “upgraded” 
all their players. Thus, in Aunt Nettie’s 
quest to win the baseball Olympics, she 
recruits Gwen. 
  
Despite being opposed to the Netted world, 
eventually Gwen attends university, where 
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she learns what the netted life is really like 
and where she plays baseball. Here, the 
USAA truly learns what her arm is like. 
Everyone sees the Surplus girl standing on 
the mound throwing nothing but strikes 
after strikes after strikes.  
  
The Resisters is a truly phenomenal novel, 
and incredibly pertinent to the social 
climate of 2020. Jen, an Asian American 
woman, deals with race relations 
beautifully. The Netted world is all white, 
blonde, and perfectly Aryan. Those who 
aren’t dye their skin to fit in. The surplus 
are the rest of society, of all races, colors, 
and creeds. Gwen, however, is blasian, and 
sticks out like a sore thumb in every way 
possible, whether it be her skin, clothes, 
speech, or life experiences. The author 
relates to a modern Trump America by 
creating a policy of the USAA called 
“Ship’EmBack,” a policy that, when the 
country was digitizing, it deported all 
immigrants. She even touches on the rape 
culture in America, income inequality, and 
gender inequality. Via recounting the 
“history” of the USA becoming a 
technocracy, Jen makes subtle 
commentaries on the modern age of 
information (even so much as naming 
Facebook outright).  
  
Along with a socially relevant novel, Jen 
also tells the story of being a young girl 
coming of age in a (relatively) modern 
society. Gwen struggles to fit in with the 
“popular” girls at uni. She meets a boy, 
who steals her heart. she and her best friend 
bicker about menial subjects. Gwen 
struggles to define her relationship with her 
parents and is unsure how to deal with that. 
Along with much more, Jen delves very 
well into the psyche of a modern girl, 
including the impacts of social media.   
  

Despite being incredibly moved by this 
novel, I must say that the Jen’s writing 
style is not for me. Firstly, she isn’t 
visually descriptive (or very descriptive at 
all, really) except for the sweaters her main 
characters wear. Never does she give a 
detailed description of the baseball fields 
on which Gwen pitches. She doesn’t 
describe the inside of the main family’s 
home. In fact, I found that the details were 
so sparse, I essentially imagine my house 
as the one in which Gwen and her parents 
lived. Other than multi-colored hair, 
Gwen’s good friend Ondi’s physical 
description is kept sparse as well. While I 
appreciate the ability, the author has given 
me to imagine my own world, my own 
baseball fields, and my own characters, I 
would have much preferred a more 
descriptive text. 
  
Jen clearly has a deep love for her mother 
who, as far as I can tell, has a veritable 
fountain of strange adages. Why do I say 
this? The novel is written from the 
perspective of Gwen’s dad, Grant, when he 
is speaking directly in the first person, it 
seems that every other page has something 
along the lines of “…as my mother would 
say…” It was heartwarming to slowly gain 
a caricature of Gish Jen’s mother, but I 
think the sayings were inappropriate and 
much too frequent. They did not meld well 
with the narration style of the rest of the 
book. Furthermore, and perhaps this is 
because my parent’s adages seem to be 
pretty self-explanatory, some of them 
made absolutely no sense, which further 
instituted my concept of them being out of 
place. 
  
The Resisters is a stunning work of art 
despite having some flaws. It is a socially 
relevant novel, a touching novel, and I 
must say also, one that had me weeping. 
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Jen imagines a superb science fiction world 
that actually may be possible, making this 
book all the more chilling. As a reader of a 
significant amount of Sci-Fi, I think it takes 
a lot, and a very talented author to have 
their novel appeal not only to nerds like 
me, but the general public, and that is 
exactly what the crafty Gish Jen has done.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paper Moon by Rehana Munir 
Reviewed by Atharv Garje 
HarperCollins India, 2019 
 
Rehana Munir’s debut novel Paper Moon, 
opens in Mumbai in 2001. The novel 
centers around Fiza Khalid, a young 
twenty-something woman who is feeling 
unsure about the direction she wants her 
life to take. Her university classes are 
leaving her feeling uninspired, and she 
hasn’t gotten over her breakup with her 
longtime boyfriend Dhruv after rejecting 
his New Year’s Eve proposal. Despite this, 
she finds comfort in her strong relationship 
with her single mother, Noor. 
 
All this changes suddenly when one of 
Fiza’s absent father Iqbal’s friends calls 
her to say her absent father has passed 
away. But the real surprise is that her 
father, Iqbal, has left her a sum of money 
with which to open up her own bookshop 
in Mumbai, fulfilling a dream of his. Fiza 
is unsure of whether or not to proceed with 
this undertaking for multiple reasons. 
Firstly, it feels like a betrayal of her mother 
to accept her father’s generous gift, 
considering how she has grown up hearing 

of how her father abandoned her mother 
when she was young. Secondly, Fiza has 
no experience running a business, which 
daunts her. But with the guidance of her 
father’s friends and an influential former 
English teacher, Fiza decides that running 
a bookshop may finally be the way to give 
her life some direction. 
 
The rest of the novel follows Fiza over the 
next couple of years after opening her 
bookshop (named Paper Moon after a song 
adored by her mother), showing how the 
bookshop helps her grow as a person and 
learn more about herself and her family 
history. The novel does a good job of 
giving the reader an overview of the kind 
of decisions the owner of an independent 
bookshop would have to make. Bandra, the 
upscale neighborhood where her bookshop 
is located, has been noticeably gentrifying 
by the time Fiza sets up her shop. Fiza 
doesn’t “want Paper Moon to turn into yet 
another gentrified space” (90). Not only 
does Fiza not want to restrict access to her 
shop, but she also realizes that a truly open 
and inviting space can’t be restricted in 
terms of its inventory either. Initially, she 
wants to stock the shop with her favorite 
English-language authors, mostly of 
literary fiction. But if she wants books to 
actually sell, she comes to the conclusion 
that there needs to be a wide selection of 
books to attract a wide selection of readers. 
While some of the decisions she makes are 
specific to Indian booksellers, such as 
whether or not to be an English-only 
bookshop or also include books in Indian 
languages, several of these decisions 
address problems faced by booksellers 
around the world. Rehana Munir, a former 
bookseller herself, provides a fascinating 
inside look at the struggles and importance 
of independent booksellers through Fiza’s 
eyes. 
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Fiza doesn’t just learn how to run a 
business, but she gains several other skills 
and insights that help her in her own 
personal life. Munir does an excellent job 
of showing how Fiza grows as a person by 
having the bookshop in her life. The initial 
shock of her father’s inheritance leaves 
Fiza “in a kind of twilight zone, with her 
old life almost completely dimming from 
view but the new one still shapeless” (72). 
But Fiza’s character growth across the 
novel really sees her come into her own 
and develop an assurance about her life and 
her place in the world. While “Paper Moon 
was opening up her world in ways she 
wasn’t sure she was prepared for,” she 
comes to address these problems with the 
strength and interpersonal skills she would 
not have had if it wasn’t for running the 
bookshop (126). “She was finding herself 
among people and situations that taught her 
more than all her years of formal 
education,” solving moral dilemmas, 
confronting her ex-boyfriend during his 
multiple visits to her bookshop, and 
learning to understand her mother’s 
reticence about her father. Fiza’s strong 
character and resilience in the face of 
setbacks and revelations in her personal 
life not only give her a strong voice, but the 
way she tries to overcome her fears and 
insecurities and make her bookshop a 
better environment will endear her to 
readers. 
 
The bookshop, being ultimately her 
father’s idea, sets off a chain of revelations 
about the history of her family and the 
relationship between her mother and her 
father. Up until the bookshop’s opening, 
Fiza and her mother rarely, if ever, 
discussed her father, who left them when 
Fiza was very young. Fiza’s mother Noor 
is originally disturbed by Iqbal’s gift to her 

daughter, leading to an argument early on 
in the novel that leaves Fiza wondering 
whether she is “shutting the door on my 
mother so I can let my father into my life?” 
(46). But as the bookshop comes into its 
own, Noor comes to see that the bookshop 
is good for Fiza and becomes very 
supportive of Fiza’s enterprise. However, 
when a secret about her father’s life away 
from them comes to light later in the novel, 
Fiza and Noor’s relationship is tested 
further. In a dark moment, Fiza thinks “that 
they had been content before [the 
bookshop] had exploded into their world, 
bringing all sorts of unwelcome things with 
it” (186). Munir’s portrayal of Fiza and 
Noor’s relationship is one of the novel’s 
strengths. They clearly love and care about 
each other, but there are things they have 
bottled up deep within themselves that they 
struggle to share with each other, leading 
to unwelcome consequences. I found this 
portrayal to be incredibly realistic and full 
of heartwarming and heartbreaking 
moments that made me fall in love with 
both of their characters. In fact, many of 
the characters around Fiza, from the 
friendly coconut vendor Ismail, to her 
closest friend Kavya and her Auntie Bharti, 
were well realized characters who were 
there for Fiza in her times of need. It was 
so refreshing to see a character privileged 
enough to have such a strong support 
network who genuinely appreciated their 
help and attention. 
  
There is also a strong romance element to 
this novel, so in addition to this supporting 
cast of friends there are of course two love 
interests. The first is Fiza’s ex-boyfriend 
Dhruv, who elicits unwelcome and 
confusing feelings in her every time they 
meet. The second is a mysterious man Fiza 
meets in a hospital who keeps showing up 
to her bookshop and sending her flowers, 
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but who is suspiciously not very up front 
with details about his life. Both love 
interests present obstacles to a happy 
relationship: Dhruv is aloof to Fiza’s 
desires and relentless in his pursuit of her, 
while the “mystery man” stubbornly 
evades revealing anything about himself - 
Fiza doesn’t even find out his first name 
until almost halfway through the book. 
While I don’t expect love interests to be 
perfect, neither of them made particularly 
strong cases for themselves for the above 
reasons. Yet, Fiza has wonderfully 
romantic moments with each of them, such 
as a tipsy conversation in the bookstore 
with Dhruv and a walk along a pier with 
the “mystery man.” It was never clear who 
Fiza would have been better off with, 
which for me helps make a successful love 
triangle, though I suppose at times I 
thought she was better off without either of 
them. Contemplating her relationship with 
the “mystery man,” Fiza notes that “books, 
flowers, and coincidence had laid the 
foundation for a classic romance,” and I 
think this line perfectly sums up the kind of 
romance this book portrays. 
 
I was completely charmed by Fiza and 
Paper Moon, and I think even a seasoned 
romance reader (which I am not) will find 
something new and endearing about this 
novel. Whether that be the well-rounded 
surrounding characters, the immersive 
setting, the family secrets and 
relationships, or the bookish environment, 
this delightful romance novel will appeal to 
a wide variety of readers.
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Descendent of the Crane by Joan He 
Reviewed by Lucy Qian 
 
Magic, political intrigue, and a murder 
mystery combine in Descendent of the 
Crane, a YA fantasy debut from Joan He. 
This novel follows a young queen, newly 
risen to power after the death of her father, 
as she tackles court betrayals, rival 
kingdoms, and the realization that her 
father was not who he seemed.  
There are many different plotlines 
happening in this book that all revolve 
around the murder of the king. Despite her 
father’s death being ruled as natural, 
Princess Hesina is certain that foul play 
was involved. She opens a trial to 
investigate, unintentionally sending her 
kingdom into turmoil with the information 
she unearths. Along the way, she also deals 
with drama and tensions amid her 
complicated family web of birth and 
adopted siblings, as well as a mother who 
hates her.  
 
Magic exists within this kingdom in the 
form of soothsayers, humans who have the 
ability to see the future and manipulate it. 
In Hesina’s kingdom, there is a history of 
hatred and discrimination against the 
soothsayers, and the few still alive must 
live in hiding. This works against Hesina as 
she comes to rely on their help in solving 
her father’s murder. Throughout the novel, 
she has to reckon with the genocide her 
ancestors carried out against the 
soothsayers and her own realization that 
they do not deserve the loathing they still 
receive.  
 
One of my favorite aspects of the book is 
the Asian inspired fantasy setting. This is 
hard to find in young adult novels and I 
really enjoyed little details the author 
sprinkled in like the characters wearing 
traditional clothing or the ancient Chinese 

style of architecture. These details made 
the setting richer to me and set the novel 
apart from other YA royalty books with 
similar plots. The worldbuilding definitely 
could have been expanded upon, as the 
world outside of the main setting of the 
royal palace was not developed very much, 
but overall, the setting was a strong point 
for me.  
 
Though the pacing dragged at times, the 
courtroom drama plot was done very well, 
and it was one of the major points that kept 
me reading. Hesina deals with an 
increasingly corrupt trial as instigators in 
her court use her father’s murder 
investigation to stir up resentment towards 
the soothsayers and conflicts with 
neighboring kingdoms. Hesina and her 
circle of allies have to find creative ways to 
defeat these nefarious intentions and 
resolve the damage they do. There were 
several plot twists that I didn't see coming 
and a huge twist at the very end that sets up 
well for a sequel.  
 
In the sequel, I hope that the characters will 
become more fully formed. The story is 
told through Hesina’s limited point of 
view, and while she is a very interesting 
character, the development of a few of the 
supporting characters was lacking. I felt 
little connection with some important 
people who I was clearly supposed to care 
about. For example, Hesina allies with an 
ex-convict named Akira, who, according to 
a soothsayer, will be vital in her mission of 
discovering her father’s murderer. A 
romance is quickly set up between Hesina 
and Akira that frankly made little impact 
on me and might have been better left out 
altogether. Akira is most interesting in the 
context of his role as a lawyer in the murder 
trial, where he shows off his adept skill at 
questioning witnesses and exposing 
treasonous schemes. However, it is clear 
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that the author was trying to infuse him 
with a mysterious bad boy vibe, which I did 
not feel at all. In fact, there were stretches 
of the book where he does not make an 
appearance and I honestly forgot about his 
existence in those stretches. I was much 
more interested in the complicated family 
dynamics Hesina had with her mother, her 
brother, and the son of her father’s 
mistress. These were not explored as much 
as I would have liked, and I would enjoy 
seeing more of these characters in a 
potential sequel.  
 
Though the author has not confirmed if 
Descendent of the Crane will get a sequel, 
I will definitely be reading it if one is 
published. The writing style did not put me 
off at all, though the author does utilize 
some interesting metaphors in her 
descriptions. Some of the action scenes 
were bogged down with excessive 
description, but on the flip side, I really 
enjoyed the care the author took in 
describing the settings of the palace. If you 
are looking for a magic heavy book, this 
may not be the right choice for you, but if 
you enjoy political intrigue and court 
machinations, this is a fresh YA fantasy for 
you.  
 

 
 
 
 
Apartment by Teddy Wayne 
Reviewed by Harmony Lebovic 

Teddy Wayne’s 2020 novel Apartment is 
prefaced by two short diary entries from 
the renowned German novelist Franz 
Kafka. In the first excerpt, Kafka remarks 
on his inability to relate to others and 
laments upon his outsider status. In the 

second quote, written only seven years 
later, Kafka’s perspective changes to one 
of fondness for human company. Kafka’s 
self-contradicting ruminations on human 
connection set the tone for the remainder of 
the short 200-page book.  Wayne’s story 
follows an insecure and reclusive unnamed 
narrator struggling to find his footing in 
Columbia’s MFA program and attempting 
to overcome his perpetual inability to form 
genuine friendships. In the opening 
chapter, Wayne’s protagonist anxiously 
presents his self-written heart and soul of a 
novel, The Copy Chief, during his MFA 
workshop. His writing is politely, yet 
brutally ripped to shreds by his professor 
and classmates, until a single student, Billy 
Campbell, comes to his defense. Billy – a 
small town transplant with an exceptional 
talent for “termite art” – shares the 
protagonist’s imposter syndrome which, 
along with his endorsement of the 
narrator’s writing, serves as the foundation 
for the characters’ budding friendship.  

Though the two young men share a passion 
for writing, an underlying sense of 
isolation, and a tragicomic worldview, they 
have little else in common. Billy is a poor 
churchgoing Midwesterner blessed with a 
remarkable writing gift while the narrator 
is a city dweller benefitting from the 
financial cushion of his father’s chemical 
engineering career and suffering from an 
excess of technical knowledge in lieu of 
real authorial prowess. The two become 
increasingly close and Billy confides in the 
narrator, revealing his struggles to 
financially support his New York lifestyle. 
Afraid of losing his new companion, the 
narrator invites Billy to move into his 
apartment: a rent-stabilized, two-bedroom 
in Stuy Town. In fact, the space belongs to 
his aunt and the narrator has been 
occupying the space illegally for almost a 
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year. However, Billy decides to overlook 
this aspect of the arrangement and agrees 
to move in, insisting on cleaning the house 
weekly and preparing home-cooked meals 
in exchange. The terms of their living 
arrangement inadvertently magnify the 
economic gap between Billy and the 
narrator. This gap, along with their 
incompatible social and political beliefs, 
initiates the chasm that ultimately 
consumes the friendship. The tension 
between Billy’s frugality and the narrator’s 
indulgence is a recurring theme throughout 
the story that Wayne utilizes to reflect on 
the growing divide between America’s 
socioeconomic classes. 

As the narrative progresses, readers are 
privy to the narrator’s growing fixation 
with Billy. Not only is Billy his friend and 
roommate but also a living representation 
of who he strives to become. The narrator 
views his friendship with Billy as an 
accomplishment; he derives self-worth 
from his only successful human 
connection. Billy is initially welcoming of 
his roommate’s platonic advances, which 
often come in the form of financial favors, 
but at no point does he reciprocate the 
narrator’s extreme idolization. 

The plot accelerates after the narrator 
offers to pay for a rental car under the guise 
of accompanying Billy to a wedding. What 
begins as an innocuous ecstasy-fueled 
encounter between the narrator, Billy, and 
two of the bridesmaids, devolves into an 
awkward incident that leaves Billy 
unwilling to continue their friendship. The 
story’s turning point adds a welcome plot 
twist, but Wayne’s omission of an 
explanation for Billy’s change of heart 
leaves readers wondering whether Billy 
abandons their friendship over 

homophobia or underlying resentment 
towards the narrator’s economic safety net. 

After this unfortunate incident, their living 
arrangement quickly unravels, leading to 
increasingly hostile and sparse 
interactions. The degradation of their 
friendship doesn't prove to be a major 
obstacle for Billy, who continues to thrive 
in the MFA program, earning the 
admiration of students and professors 
alike. But Billy’s steady advancement is 
juxtaposed by the narrator’s downward 
spiral. As Billy finds his footing in New 
York, the narrator grapples with his 
insurmountable creative shortcomings and 
unsuccessfully attempts to buy back 
Billy’s friendship. Though the narrator is 
initially apologetic and dismayed by 
Billy’s newfound coldness towards him, he 
begins to resent his roommate’s attitude 
and parasitic freeloading habits. One of the 
most poignant moments of the book occurs 
at a party, where the narrator observes 
Billy amongst a new group of friends. In 
the midst of a euphoric high, the narrator 
has a Kafka-esque moment of confusion 
over his desire to connect with people and 
his inability to do so. 

The novel’s initial slow pacing leaves 
readers unprepared for the climax. Feeling 
used and neglected, the narrator attempts to 
sabotage Billy’s application for a 
prestigious Columbia scholarship. Billy 
confronts the narrator, forcing him to admit 
that his anger and frustration stem from a 
profound fear of losing their relationship. 
For all of the narrator’s lofty prose and 
deeply philosophical ruminations, Wayne 
does a remarkably good job of portraying 
how insecure he is. Faced with eviction, the 
end of his only true friendship, and his 
crumbling career aspirations, the narrator 
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is finally forced to take responsibility for 
his actions. 

The novel’s epilogue is both satisfying and 
unsatisfying, taking the form of a 
flashforward sequence. The epilogue 
conveys Wayne’s desire to bestow the 
narrator with a modicum of character 
development, but rather than allow his 
protagonist to assimilate into a community 
of likeminded socially challenged fringe 
interlopers, Wayne elects to have his 
protagonist come to terms with his 
perpetual loneliness. Apartment’s 
conclusion is certainly believable if 
somewhat depressing, but Wayne’s 
flashforward epilogue approach feels too 
much like an explicit conclusion at the end 
of an otherwise organic narrative. 

Apartment is a poignant story about the 
insatiable need for human connection and 
the formidable task of establishing oneself 
in a modern city. Wayne successfully 
explores themes of socioeconomic 
division, self-discovery, and 
companionship through the lens of a 
struggling New York City writer. Wayne’s 
antihero is so complicated, you won’t be 
able to decide whether to root for or against 
him; his every success and failure leaves a 
bittersweet feeling. 

 
 
 
 
 
Chosen Ones by Veronica Roth 
Reviewed by Emma Leynse 
John Joseph Adams/Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt, 2020 

“It was a strange thing, to know with 
certainty that you had peaked” 

Veronica Roth’s new novel, Chosen Ones, 
starts with a twist: what happens to the 
chosen ones after they win the 
battle?  After her multiple successful 
Young Adult series, most notably, the 
wildly popular Divergent, Roth turned to 
an adult audience with her new novel, 
Chosen Ones.  Unlike her previous novels, 
Roth begins where the typical chosen one-
story ends, following the characters as they 
struggle to cope with their traumas and 
move on.  The characters not only have to 
manage their internal demons, but soon 
come to face a greater external threat and 
must reconcile the two.  While she does not 
completely reverse the typical chosen one 
plot because the Chosen Ones soon must 
face another adversary, this novel goes 
beyond the usual black-and-white of good 
against evil.  Roth’s character exploration 
and worldbuilding stand out as the driving 
forces behind the central thematic content 
of the novel.  Setting up this novel to be a 
unique blend of genres and themes, Roth 
writes a realistic take on the classic 
“chosen one” trope.    

Set in Chicago, Chosen Ones tells the story 
of five people who were chosen as teens to 
defeat the prophesized Dark One who 
wreaks havoc on Earth.  After many near 
death encounters and the use of mysterious 
magical forces, the five Chosen Ones 
ultimately prevail — or so they think.  The 
novel opens with the five characters — 
Sloane, Matt, Esther, Albie, and Ines — 
congregating to make an appearance at an 
event celebrating the 10-year anniversary 
of their victory against the mysterious Dark 
One.  They have all grown into different 
adults but rely on each other for the support 
and understanding of one another that only 
they can provide.  While they attempt to 
hide it, they have all faced trauma and react 
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to it in different ways, from becoming 
paranoid to having episodes of PTSD.  

Over the course of the novel, Roth builds a 
unique and compelling magic 
system.  Unlike typical fantasy magic, the 
magical forces in Chosen Ones are taken 
from a combination of science and 
technology, making it almost appear 
realistic.  The characters are able to create 
magic by using technology to tap into 
certain frequencies and manipulate the 
energy around them.  Through this magic 
system, Roth sets a good balance between 
realism, science fiction, and fantasy, 
creating an interesting tone.  

We are first introduced to the main 
character, Sloane Andrews, through the 
eyes of the public: she is considered to be 
elusive and portrayed as the opposite of her 
boyfriend, Matt, the fan favorite.  Sloane’s 
unique narrative voice is reflected through 
Roth’s casual writing style.  Sloane is a 
complicated character who faces many 
layers of insecurities and conflicts as she 
struggles to create an identity for herself 
beyond what the public and the 
government has forced onto her.  “I’m tired 
of being celebrated for the worst thing that 
ever happened to me” Roth writes.  Unlike 
Matt, Sloane hides from the public 
attention, determined in her attempt to 
salvage a sense of normalcy.  While not an 
extremely compelling character, Sloane’s 
character development was fascinating to 
watch.  Through Sloane, Roth presents a 
relatable and flawed character.  Her 
sarcastic, impulsive attitude was at first 
off-putting, but as the readers learn more 
about her past, we become more 
sympathetic toward her situation.  The 
characters’ anxieties about their future — 
especially Sloane’s — is a refreshing 

theme that Roth’s novel provides in 
contrast to the often short-term, action-
packed Young Adult novel. 

Sloane’s character is considerably more 
developed than that of the others.  The 
other Chosen One whom we learn the most 
about is Matt, her boyfriend.  Matt is the 
seemingly perfect guy, but Sloane soon 
realizes that he is not the perfect boyfriend 
for her.  The three other Chosen Ones — 
Esther, Ines, and Albie — are static 
secondary characters that seem to not serve 
a large purpose on their own.  For example, 
Ines gets split off from the group when they 
get pulled into their new adventure, leaving 
me wondering about her purpose in the 
novel when she hardly ever 
appears.  Despite their shallow 
characterization, the others are important 
in demonstrating more about Sloane.  

While this book is set up to be mostly 
character driven, the plot takes over later 
on.  After the death of one of the five 
Chosen Ones, we see Sloane and the 
other’s reactions as they all cope in 
different ways.  Sloane is deeply impacted 
by her friend’s death and is left to float with 
no tether to reality.  It is after this grief-
filled event — over a hundred pages into 
the novel — that the plot suddenly shifts as 
the characters get inadvertently pulled into 
a new adventure.  This sudden shift, while 
more interesting because you see the 
characters react to a new environment, 
results in rendering the narrative pacing 
uneven.  

One of my favorite aspects of this novel 
was the setting of Chicago and the 
important role it plays in the book.  Roth 
weaves details about Chicago into the 
story, truly immersing the characters in the 
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city.  The narration describes in detail 
many landmarks, buildings, and places in 
Chicago, from the Art Institute to 
Comiskey Park to Lake Michigan.  Roth 
adapts the details of the city into building 
an alternate, fictional, version of 
Chicago.  For Sloane, these details tie her 
to specific memories; for example, she 
routinely goes to the Art Institute to 
remember her brother who was lost in an 
attack by the Dark One.  I appreciate this 
detailed depiction of the city, as it adds 
another element to the story, rooting fiction 
in reality.    

         What slightly takes away from 
the characters and plot is Roth’s heavy 
reliance on introducing every chapter with 
a “found” document such as government 
records or journal entries.  For example, 
Roth begins the book with an excerpt from 
a comedy routine by someone joking about 
the Dark One, saying “How the fuck did we 
end up with the name ‘Dark One’ 
anyway?”  I found this beginning to be 
very jarring, especially because the author 
never revisits it further in the novel.  In 
some cases, the documents presented are 
relevant to the plot and provide necessary 
background.  At the beginning, Sloane 
requests to see government documents 
about how she was selected to be one of the 
Chosen Ones.  Sloane suspects that the 
government had ill intentions toward her, 
so she goes searching for answers.  In this 
case, these documents are important to the 
plot and explore beyond Sloane’s point of 
view.  Roth continues to showcase 
government documents over the course of 
the book, yet many of them only serve as 
easy ways to provide background without 
actually incorporating it into the 
narration.  With the exception of these 
government documents, Roth never 
explains how or if the journal entries or 

others were acquired by the 
characters.  While this document strategy 
is an immersive way to broaden the scope 
of the novel and further the plot, Roth 
overuses these sections to the point where 
it sometimes serves no clear purpose in 
relation to the plot.  

Despite these flaws, Roth weaves a unique, 
engrossing story in Chosen Ones, 
developing realistic characters and an 
intriguing world.  Her exploration of 
themes such as dealing with trauma and 
grief as well as forming one’s identity 
makes this book a worthwhile read.   By 
twisting the classic chosen one trope, Roth 
brings a different perspective to the fantasy 
and science fiction genres.  

 

 
 

 
 
Block Seventeen by Kimiko Guthrie 
Reviewed by Atharv Garje 
 

Kimiko Guthrie’s debut novel 
Block Seventeen, follows Jane, a mixed-
race Japanese American woman, as she 
tries to come to terms with her family’s 
past and a floundering relationship. The 
story investigates the repercussions and 
traumas of Japanese American internment 
through the lenses of mental illness, 
ownership, culture, and the supernatural. 

 
 The story is told primarily in 
two timelines. In the first and primary 
storyline, Jane is a thirty-something in 
post-Recession Northern California 
detailing the final year of her relationship 
with her fiancé, Shiro. A series of 
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mysterious occurrences begin to pass that 
heighten each of their respective paranoias 
and put a heavy strain on their relationship. 
In this timeline, Jane speaks in the first 
person, but addresses her child in the 
second person, as if she is telling the story 
of her relationship with Shiro to their child. 
The second timeline follows Jane’s mother 
Sumiko as a young girl during the 
American internment of Japanese citizens 
and Japanese Americans during World 
War II. Despite the approximately seventy-
year gap in time between the two 
storylines, several plot points connect the 
two stories together and illustrate the 
traumatic effect of the internment on 
Japanese Americans and how those 
experiences affect Japanese Americans in 
the present day. 
 
There are several events that are eerily both 
in the present day and in the 1940s. One 
day, Jane and Shiro find that their 
apartment has been ransacked by an 
unknown person. In a later chapter, Shiro’s 
grandfather, who was interned at the same 
camp as Jane’s mother, recounts how “the 
FBI came into our house one night while 
we kids were sleeping. Ransacked the 
place” (51). One of the main sticking 
points in Shiro and Jane’s relationship is 
how paranoid Shiro is about the 
government. Shiro works for the TSA but 
hates his job and the disgustingly racist 
behavior of his colleagues, and he is 
constantly worried that the government is 
spying on him. But when we learn that this 
paranoia is closely tied to his family’s 
experience in the 1930s and 1940s, when 
Japanese Americans were spied on by the 
FBI, it is easy to see the effect that his 
family’s experiences with anti-Japanese 
discrimination had on his character. One of 
the most interesting aspects of this book is 
the connections the author draws between 

these two time periods. Through the 
character of Shiro, she very clearly shows 
the links between Japanese American 
internment and surveillance in the 1940s 
and suspicion of government surveillance 
in the modern day. 
 
It took me some time to figure out what the 
author wants the reader to think about 
Shiro’s paranoia, but I believe that the 
author does not want the reader to 
completely side with Jane’s perspective. 
Jane views Shiro’s obsession as a nuisance, 
largely unfounded, and even “anti-
American,” and this proves to be a point of 
contention between them. But I think that 
by drawing these connections between the 
historical treatment of Japanese Americans 
and present-day surveillance, the author is 
showing how there is substance to what 
Shiro is saying. Additionally, it seems that 
the author’s portrayal of Jane as being 
intensely afraid of examining the past too 
closely and suppressing all negativity in 
her life shows how Jane’s behavior is 
irrational and only hurts herself. When 
Shiro says to Jane, “You try to suppress all 
negativity. But in the end, you just create 
it,” he is being harsh, but this scene is 
portrayed as a revelatory moment for Jane 
(228). The way the author portrays both 
Jane’s paranoia about her past and Shiro’s 
paranoia about the government allows the 
reader to see Jane’s flaws even though we 
could easily have been blinded by her 
perspective. I think this honest portrayal of 
Jane’s character allows the reader to 
understand Jane better and sympathize 
with her more than if she had been a more 
unreliable narrator who tried to blame 
Shiro for everything. 
 
Additionally, it is difficult for us as readers 
to blame Jane for her intensely forward-
looking attitudes as we get glimpses of 
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Jane’s relationship with Sumiko in the 
present-day. Sumiko has depression and 
throughout the novel we learn the ways in 
which her depressive symptoms were 
affected by her experiences in the 
internment camp. As a result of these 
experiences, Sumiko actively forgets her 
past and refuses to discuss it. She blithely 
says that “my motto is: look to the future!” 
when trying to avoid recounting an 
incident that occurred when she was at the 
camp (198). It becomes all too clear over 
the course of the novel that Jane’s 
tendencies to suppress negativity are tied to 
her mother’s desire to escape her past, 
which in turn is a result of the trauma of 
internment and anti-Japanese 
discrimination. Her mother’s desire to 
escape her past means that she largely 
abandons her Japanese culture and Jane is 
raised to be as “American” as possible. The 
author recounts how Japanese Americans 
were forced to give up their belongings and 
their property when they were interned, 
and the recompense they received decades 
later was pitiful. These peoples’ dreams for 
the future were stolen from them, and they 
were forced to leave behind many of the 
material objects that represented their 
cultural heritage and family history. To me, 
the way the author ties the loss of family 
history and heritage in the past to the 
trauma that deprives Jane of half her 
identity in the present was one of the most 
moving aspects of the book. Jane was even 
born with the name Akiko, which was the 
name of her baby uncle who died during 
internment and Jane’s decision to change 
her name as a girl hurts her mother, but due 
to the trauma, Sumiko is unable to fully 
explain to Jane why she is hurt. 
 
In fact, the mystery surrounding baby 
Akiko’s death leads into the more 
supernatural elements of the book. At first, 

these supernatural elements seem kind of 
random and it was difficult for me to see 
how they tied to the rest of the story. But 
over time, the author skillfully reveals the 
relationship between the mystery of what 
happened to Akiko and the supernatural 
occurrences in Jane’s adult storyline. From 
the very start of the book, there is a sense 
that something is a bit off. I thought the 
author did a good job of escalating the 
sense of unease throughout the book and 
mirroring that with Jane’s mental state. 
Some of the supernatural elements of the 
book are drawn both from Japanese 
mythology and are interestingly blurred 
with Jane’s uncertainty over her own 
mental state. Mental illness is one of the 
main themes explored in the book, and I 
appreciated that although the portrayals of 
the supernatural and mental illness blurred 
together, the author never made it seem 
like the characters’ illnesses were imagined 
or trivial. This was exactly the kind of 
unsettling read I look for, the kind that 
causes the characters to question their 
reality but also has disconcerting real-
world elements, like government 
surveillance in this case.  
 
This novel does not neatly fit into genre 
categories, which might be frustrating for 
some readers. It is not exactly a 
psychological thriller nor is it precisely a 
family saga, but it manages to take some of 
the best elements of both genres and blend 
them into an unsettling and fascinating 
whole. Discussions of the darkest parts of 
U.S. history do not need supernatural 
elements to be scary, but I am glad that 
books like this exist that take risks in order 
to explore the long-lasting effects of 
historical injustices. 
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The Vanishing Half  by Brit Bennett 
Reviewed by Abby Cohen 
 
Spanning multiple decades and the 
waterfront borders of the United States, 
The Vanishing Half by Brit Bennett is a 
beautiful and complex novel that examines 
non-polar racial distinctions throughout the 
20th century. The story is based around 
Desiree and Stella Vignes, light-skinned 
twins who grew up in the tiny town of 
Mallard, Louisiana. One day, the girls 
decide to run away from home to 
ambitiously pursue their futures. As they 
spend time in New Orleans, each twin 
comes to terms with her place in the world 
– racially and as a woman – and chooses a 
path to follow.  

One day, without warning, 
Stella packs up and leaves Desiree alone. 
Stella decides to pass as white and marry a 
rich man from California. Desiree, perhaps 
as some sort of protest, later marries Sam, 
the darkest man she can find, and has a 
daughter with him. Unfortunately, 
Desiree’s husband abuses her, and she 
winds up back in Mallard with her 
daughter. Mallard is the last place Desiree 
wants to go, but because her husband 
abuses her, she finds she must return home. 
Once she reaches home, Desiree reflects on 
the life she left and the life she now lives. 
She wonders about Stella, her now white 
sister, and where she ended up. 
 The plot of this novel is 
anything but linear. I would say each 
character’s arc works as a stitch in a quilt, 
each interwoven with the other. One 

person’s actions don’t necessarily cause 
another’s, but they are all interrelated. 
Besides Stella and Desiree, other 
characters of note, include their respective 
daughters, Kennedy and Jude; Stella’s 
husband, Blake; the twins’ mother, Adele; 
Desiree’s beau, Early; Jude’s boyfriend, 
Reese; and Stella’s neighbor, Loretta 
Walker. Stella and Desiree’s flight 
establishes the novel’s exposition, and the 
plot pans out across a span of 30 years to 
recount the lives of each character and how 
the twins’ decisions affect them. 
 Briefly, I would like to discuss 
the concept of “choosing” one’s race. 
Stella and Desiree’s ability to pass as white 
shows the arbitrariness of racial biases in 
the United States. Stella often thought 
about how she just had to act white 
(confident, purposeful, bold), and she 
could switch races like that. Additionally, 
Mallard was a town full of light-skinned 
folks who looked white (they had blond 
and red hair), yet who identified as Black. 
The theme of arbitrary race labels is central 
to the novel and appears in different forms 
– one of them being the difference between 
deciding someone else’s race and saying 
what race you are. 
 But I digress. Bennett’s prose is 
lively, quick, and readable. I often find 
myself getting bogged down in 
complicated imagery and long-winded 
reflections in novels, so it was refreshing to 
read such a straightforward work. 
However, in order to discover the deeper 
themes and character relationships, you 
must pay attention while reading. It’s easy 
to fall into a half-aware stupor while 
reading simple prose. I highly recommend 
avoiding such a situation when reading this 
book because every word is worth your 
attention. The story jumps around quickly 
from Desiree to Stella to Early, and in the 
turn of a page Jude ages 15 years. 
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 Not only does this novel 
address issues of racial identity, but it also 
addresses the LGBTQ+ community. In 
particular, this novel highlights the 
difficulties of being accepted as a member 
of both the LBBTQ+ and Black 
community. Reese, Jude’s boyfriend 
whom she meets in college, is a 
transgender man. His friends are 
performers in weekly drag shows, and Jude 
always shows up to support them. Jude 
finds comfort with these societal “misfits” 
because she stands out from other Black 
girls with her dark, blue-black skin. Even 
Black people in the novel find her darkness 
unattractive, as if it’s too much for them. 
Despite these sentiments, Reese finds her 
beautiful, and she him. This couple’s story 
is Bennett’s way of fighting the recurring 
theme that surface appearances are the only 
thing that determine character. Their story 
runs in contrast to Stella’s, who builds her 
new life solely based on acceptance of her 
outer beauty and skin color. 
 Jude unexpectedly meets 
Kennedy in California once both girls are 
in college. Kennedy, unlike her cousin, has 
blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and a 
dazzling smile. No one would ever peg the 
two as being biologically related, yet their 
mothers are identical in appearance. There 
is such a divergence of physical 
appearances and lifestyles between the two 
that it’s quite serendipitous that they meet. 
The fun part is that neither knows who the 
other is. Or do they? 
 I enjoyed this book a lot. Each 
character had his or her personality 
developed fully even if he or she was only 
present for a few pages. This attention to 
detail shows Bennett’s dedication to the 
wholeness of her work and is a testament 
to why the plotlines flow with together so 
smoothly. I wouldn’t recommend this book 
to anyone below high school age because 

of its mature themes (for example, racial 
discrimination, transitioning between 
genders, and sexual relationships). To 
those of you who understand the 
complexities of these themes and want to 
learn more or just stick your nose into a 
warming family story, this book is for you. 
Happy reading! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Spring by Ali Smith  
Reviewed by Isaac Salazar 
Pantheon Books, 2019 
 
In an opening paragraph of Spring, a 
character greets another by asking “how 
are you doing, apart from the end of liberal 
capitalist democracy?” It seems like an off-
key way to frame a novel about spring; the 
season, after all, is bestowed with nonstop, 
positive clichés. We strong-arm spring 
with narratives to validate our own 
desperately needed perceptions of renewal: 
from the barrenness of winter, we find 
forgiveness in the emergence of flowers, 
fresh dew, and forthcoming hay fever. You 
have to wonder whether we’re talking 
about the weather or ourselves.  
 
Ali Smith’s Spring, the third novel of her 
seasonal quartet, is partially about the 
weather but mostly about us. Like the 
previous novels in the series, Spring is 
suspended in contemporary politics. 
Vestiges of the Brexit vote that framed 
Autumn and the post-truth Trumpian state 
of Winter fold into Spring, which brings 
out the messy, inhumane state of our world 
to look at humanity as its most vulnerable. 
The new novel responds to the current 
refugee crisis, particularly the thousands of 
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people regularly detained in the United 
Kingdom’s “Immigration Removal 
Centers” (IRCs).      
 
There are three main characters in Spring: 
Richard Lease, a television director who 
last enjoyed popular relevancy in the ‘70s; 
Brittany Hall, a twenty-something who 
works at an Immigration Removal Center 
just outside London. They are brought 
together by Florence, a 12-year-old 
schoolgirl. Richard is grieving the recent 
death of his closest friend and collaborator, 
while half-heartedly working on a new 
script for a television show about writers 
Katherine Mansfield and Rainer Marie 
Rilke. Brittany feels dead, bored, and 
boring, her life reduced to the sum of the 
convenient abbreviations that subdue the 
violence of her work. Deets are detainees; 
DCO, detention custody officer; SA4A, the 
faceless security firm that employs her. 
That she goes by Brit for most of the novel 
should not be lost on the reader—for 
Smith, the underlying, unspoken character 
of all novels in her seasonal series is 
modern-day Britain. The subtext is clear: 
the nation, much like SA4A officer 
Brittany Hall, is gripped by its unending 
complicity in everyday violence, but too 
tired and self-involved to really be spurred 
into action.  
 
The aptly named Florence arrives like an 
unruly, stubborn growing shoot in both 
Richard and Brit’s lives, offering them 
both a respite for themselves and a faint 
sense of hope. This is spring, after all. Her 
arrival is saviour-like, whispered about 
among Brit’s colleagues with an awed, 
hushed wonder—a schoolgirl waltzes into 
a highly guarded immigration removal 
center, walks straight into the head office, 
and somehow convinces a gruff, small-
minded bureaucrat to properly clean the 

toilets. While the other characters in Spring 
coil into themselves either out of 
cowardice, lack of imagination or just the 
deadening unfeeling that comes with living 
in the end-times of Western liberal 
capitalism as we know it, Florence takes 
them outside of their own lives, and makes 
them grow.  
 
Smith is aware of how biblical this sounds. 
This is part of the point; Florence is, Brit 
observes, “what’s the word? Another old 
word from history and songs that nobody 
uses in real life any more…good.” While 
Winter had an almost claustrophobic, 
insular feel, telling the story of internal 
familial dysfunction under one roof, Spring 
breaks out of this isolation to deliver a 
delayed wintertime tale of Christ-like 
redemption by stressing the 
interconnectedness of all people and 
things. It is a message that fits the novel’s 
commentary on national borders and the 
inhumane indignities of detention centers. 
That it takes a 12-year-old girl to clarify 
how obvious this evil is, and how 
embarrassing it is that it is carried out daily 
in our names, is both a clarion call and 
source of shame.  
 
Spring, like much of Ali Smith’s work, is 
so full of other scintillating tangents and 
asides that a standard review could not 
possibly do justice (to call them “tangents” 
and “asides” also undermines the 
underlying message of the novel, which is 
that our world is constantly brought 
together by happy accidents, things that we 
see as separate are often linked, and that 
discussion of “difference” can be a 
narcissistic distraction from the truth that 
we are small things living together in a 
greater thing). There are thinly veiled 
takedowns against Facebook and its own 
blinkered quest to ‘connect’ the world, as 
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well the BBC Bodyguard and its heady 
self-involved dramatism and depiction of 
Muslim women.    
 
One particular work discussed at length in 
Spring is Tacita Dean’s A Bag of Air, a 3-
minute short film in which the artist 
ascends the sky in a hot air balloon in 
Bourges, a town in France famed for being 
the capital of alchemy. Dean had always 
dreamed of catching a cloud as a child, but 
unfortunately that meaning the sky was 
clear. She ended up with a bag of misty, 
clean air. But in the skies of Bourges, site 
of ancient alchemy, this bag of air acquired 
a greater significance. The alchemists who 
lived in Bourges hundreds of years earlier 
saw clean air as the site of a wholeness and 
earthly unity: a mystical element that could 
heal all ailments, resolve all earthly 
disharmonies. It is a fitting partner to 
Spring, a novel that by no means claims to 
heal us, but at least shake us out of 
ourselves so that we can try. 

 

 
 
Deacon King Kong by James McBride 
Reviewed by Kyra Watts 
 
James McBride yanks us into the street of 
1969 Brooklyn NY with his novel Deacon 
King Kong. It begins with a literal bang 
when the cheerfully bumbling old drunk 
and church deacon, Sportcoat, walks up to 
a nineteen-year-old drug dealer Deems, 
points a gun in his face, and shoots. The 
novel follows these two and the many other 
incredibly vibrant characters they pull into 
their ever-unfolding story. From drug 
dealers to cops to church sisters to the 
Italian mafia, we follow McBride as he 

shows us how they are all connected, they 
are all products of these streets. Both 
disillusioned and romantic, this novel was 
a stunning look at black and brown 
communities in Brooklyn, NY. It was a 
novel not about race but about people, 
about life. Real, painful, hilarious, 
beautiful, life.  

Although the story didn’t follow a linear 
path, and tended to jump around between 
characters, it wasn't difficult to follow. 
Each character's perspective made the truth 
of the story unfold in a way that was even 
more interesting. McBride's writing was 
both poetic and casually hilarious in a way 
that was not difficult to read. The novel had 
these gorgeous, page long sentences that 
read like prose, and short succinct lines that 
would slap you in the face. I had to include 
one of these endless sentences because it’s 
one of my favorites:  

“...the Republic of Brooklyn, where cats 
hollered like people, dogs ate their own 
feces, aunties chain smoked and died at age 
102, a kid named Spike Lee saw God, the 
ghosts of departed Dodgers soaked up all 
possibility of new hope, and penniless 
desperation ruled the lives of the suckers 
too black or too poor to leave, while in 
Manhattan the buses ran on time, the lights 
never went out, the death of a single white 
child in a traffic accident was a page one 
story, while phony versions of black and 
Latino life ruled the Broadway roost, 
making white writers rich-West Side Story, 
Porgy & Bess, Purlie Victorious- and on it 
went, the whole business of the white 
man's reality lumping together like a giant, 
lopsided snowball, the Great American 
Myth, the Big Apple, the Big Kahuna, the 
City That Never Sleeps, while the blacks 
and Latinos who cleaned the apartments 
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and dragged out the trash and made the 
music and filled the jails with sorrow slept 
the sleep of the invisible and functioned as 
local color.” 

Though in the beginning the overall plot 
seemed to move a little slowly, the 
introduction and development of new and 
vibrant characters made each page packed 
with a story. One of the themes that is 
frequently reexamined is the duality of 
good and bad in everyone. A kid who is a 
vicious drug dealer used to be a choirboy 
and a star baseball player. A terrifying 
Italian mobster is a lonely man yearning for 
love. An underaged girl forced into 
prostitution who has now turned into a 
hitman is hoping to go to college. The 
novel is filled with these fascinating 
multifaceted characters: no one is bad or 
good, no one is one dimensional or flat, 
each one seems real. Most of their stories 
are developed in a short amount of time but 
each has a full unique life.  

In this abundance of lives, events and 
times, Sportcoat’s story is the center. 
Sportcoat himself is an impossible oddity, 
full of humor and heart while navigating a 
cruel world. He’s described as “a walking 
genius, a human disaster, a sod, a medical 
miracle..." Throughout the novel he talks 
frequently with a projection of his now-
dead wife Hettie (a product of his drunken 
mind). As you learn more about his life it 
shifts from being hilarious to being 
heartbreaking.  

Both a love letter and a painful cry about 
New York and its communities, McBride’s 
Deacon King Kong was fast, complex and 
deep. Filled to the brim with unique lives 
and events, the struggles told in this story 
are universal. This novel was hilarious, 
interesting and beautiful. I would highly 
recommend this read.  

 

 
 
 
The Jane Austen Society by Natalie Jenner 
Reviewed by Serena Uliano 
 
In today’s world, it has never been more 
crucial to stay close to one’s home. Forging 
connections with those in one’s 
community is a vital way to find and 
sustain happiness. Yet this concept has 
been prevalent throughout history, 
especially during wartimes. Proving this 
transcendence of time is Natalie Jenner’s 
The Jane Austen Society, a modern release 
set during World War II and surrounding 
years. The plot relies heavily on the lives 
of eight characters: lawyer Andrew 
Forrester, Doctor Benjamin Gray, widow 
and teacher Adeline Grover, farmer Adam 
Berwick, Hollywood actress Mimi 
Harrison, Sotheby employee Yardley 
Sinclair, presumed heiress to the Austen 
estate Frances Knight, and house-girl Evie 
Stone. While the characters are fictional, 
the novel’s location is not. Set primarily in 
the cozy town of Chawton, England, 
Jenner wraps The Jane Austen Society in 
Jane Austen’s history. Austen lived in 
Chawton for the last years of her life, and 
it was there where she developed her 
famous and beloved novels. Although not 
every character hails from Chawton, each 
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character has a reverence for Austen and 
her works that ties them to Chawton and 
each other. Throughout The Jane Austen 
Society, Jenner solidifies the importance of 
finding others, especially those with 
similar interests, to build and maintain 
deep and lasting connections. 

Jenner’s early chapters focus on detailed 
descriptions of the characters. She fleshes 
out each of her characters’ stories, sharing 
their histories, loves, and losses. Jenner 
puts great care into creating engaging 
characters that the reader feels as if it 
knows personally. Her description of 
Adam Berwick is especially profound. 
When the reader meets Adam, it becomes 
known that while he has lived in Chawton 
his entire life, he has never read Austen (4-
5). Jenner then begins to relate his life; he 
had a happy childhood that quickly turned 
to despair after losing his older brothers in 
World War I (8). Now, he lives with and 
supports his domineering mother, making 
him feel smaller and more reticent (8-9). 
As Jenner explains, “[Adam] was 
surviving on the teetering brink.” (9). Yet, 
despite his hardships, he always remained 
steadfast in his desire for learning. His 
tenacity eventually led him to Austen’s 
novels, saving him from his woes and 
himself (10). Although Adam’s description 
only lasts a few pages, the reader feels a 
complex mix of sadness and hope for him. 
Jenner follows a similar template when 
describing the rest of her eclectic 
characters. 

While Jenner’s character descriptions are 
noteworthy, so too are their growth 
journeys. Take Adam again. Throughout 
the novel, he sheds much of his shyness, 
becomes outgoing and agreeable, and finds 
happiness in the end. His development is 

noticeable during one conversation 
between Adam and Adeline near the end of 
the novel. Adam begins to tease Adeline 
about love, to which Adeline responds, 
“Don’t you start… You never talk, and 
then you come out with that?” (283). 
Jenner demonstrates time and again that 
after discovering Austen and her works, 
her characters undergo a change that 
influences their personality and wisdom.  

No matter the reader’s background, the 
reader feels that it can relate to Jenner’s 
descriptions of one or more of the 
characters. The characters hail from all 
walks of life: rich and poor, informally and 
formally educated, introverts and 
extroverts, optimists and pessimists, and 
provincial and worldly. Jenner creates a 
character for every reader, and it is the 
characters’ growth that drives the plot as 
they transform into the people they have 
always longed to be. 

While the novel continues to discuss the 
characters’ descriptions and their feelings, 
it swiftly transitions to the birth of the Jane 
Austen Society, founded by Adam. Jenner 
wastes no time bringing together her 
motley group of characters. The novel’s 
pace quickens, explaining the Society’s 
external formation, meeting times, 
proceedings, and decisions. Yet, internally, 
Jenner weaves romance into the Society 
and includes burgeoning relationships. 
These relationships include Dr. Gray and 
Adeline, Evie and her books, Adam and 
Yardley, Mr. Forrester and Frances, and 
Mimi and Jack (a Hollywood producer), 
but later a literature professor. These 
relationships do not develop all at once; 
they all have different start times, 
progressions, and conclusions. The 
Society’s members work together to help 



 35 

each other sort out their feelings and 
desires, whether it be a goal or love for a 
person. Jenner’s characters all experience 
love in accord with their ranging 
personalities. Some have a passionate love 
story, while others take their time, but 
much like an Austen novel, Jenner’s 
characters all find their happy ending.  

The Jane Austen Society is a wholesome 
and worthwhile read for any Austen fan, 
lovingly referred to as Janeites, or any 
person who enjoys stories of hope and 
growth. Jenner gives the reader an intimate 
glimpse into her characters and how they 
formed their Society, opened it to 
everyone, and found peace with 
themselves and others. At times, Jenner 
oversimplifies information about Austen, 
Chawton, and her characters’ thoughts. 
However, it shows her desire to develop 
convincing characters that the reader 
would enjoy and consider meaningful, and 
perhaps ones Austen herself would have 
appreciated. The novel gives the reader a 
greater appreciation for the many people 
Austen’s life and works have influenced 
and reminds us that, in a way, we are all 
Janeites at heart. 

 

 

 
The Silent Patient by Alex Michaelides 
Reviewed by Kelly Ryoo 
 
“[I] didn’t want to die. Not yet; not when I 
hadn’t lived.” 
 
A matricide: a seemingly perfect marriage 
gone terribly wrong. The famous painter 

Alicia Berenson is locked up in a mental 
hospital after brutally shooting her 
husband. Ever since the night of the 
murder, Alicia has not spoken a single 
word. Criminal psychotherapist Theo 
Faber is determined to get her to talk about 
the truth of what happened that night. A 
story of love and betrayal, The Silent 
Patient by Alex Michaelides is a brilliant 
mystery story with a twist no reader could 
have seen coming. 

The book begins with a recount of the night 
of the murder. All we are told is that Alicia 
Berenson was found with her husband’s 
dead body and gun next to her. She was 
arrested and later attempted to kill herself 
multiple times. But what captivated Theo 
and the public is the fact that Alicia refuses 
to speak. 

Right from the beginning, the story begins 
with a mysterious question: what truly 
happened that night? Did Alicia kill her 
loving husband and why does she not 
speak? The fact that Alicia says nothing in 
her defense not only puzzles Theo and the 
characters themselves, but the readers as 
well. Personally, I found myself fascinated 
by this mystery, and I was hooked onto the 
book from the very first chapter. 

The book continues mostly in Theo’s point 
of view as he tries to communicate with 
Alicia and understand her. Theo feels a 
connection to Alicia: both were forced to 
grow up in emotionally abusive 
environments that resulted in mental health 
issues later on in life. Through his point of 
view, we are able to understand why Theo 
is so invested in helping Alicia.  
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Michaelides also includes excerpts of 
Alicia’s personal diary before the murder 
took place so that we are able to gain 
insight into her perspective. What starts as 
diary entires about a beautiful marriage 
between two lovers turns into an ugly story 
of betrayal, lies, and ultimately, murder. 
We learn that Alicia began to suspect she 
had a stalker, yet the people around Alicia, 
including her husband Gabriel, are 
convinced that she is imagining things. 
Given Alicia’s history of trauma and 
mental illness, we as readers cannot help 
but feel doubtful of her story. Alicia, 
however, is convinced that she is not 
merely hallucinating, leaving us readers 
bewildered and disoriented, unable to 
discern truth and lies.  

On the other hand, Theo had been 
struggling with his own marriage around 
this same time: he discovers that his wife, 
Kathy, is cheating on him. The betrayal is 
a terrible revelation to Theo, who has come 
to depend on her love and affection. He 
follows her and discovers the man she had 
been cheating with. He stalks the mystery 
man and watches over him and his wife, 
contemplating whether he should expose 
the husband’s infidelity to his blissful wife. 
But it is ultimately revealed that this 
‘blissful wife’ is no one other than Alicia 
herself. Alicia’s stalker, it turns out, was 
Theo. Theo breaks into Alicia and 
Gabriel’s house, exposes Gabriel, turns 
them against each other, and leaves Alicia 
with the gun to kill Gabriel with. In the 
present day, it is also revealed that Theo 
has attempted to murder Alicia in the 
mental hospital. This is a truly shocking 
twist to the story. Theo is the main 
character from whom we’ve been hearing 
almost the entire story from; we have 
grown to sympathize for his difficult 
childhood and seemingly altruistic desire 

to help Alicia talk again. This is a grave 
betrayal of the reader’s trust—of our trust 
in Theo. He is not the empathetic doctor we 
believed him to be, but rather, just an 
arrogant murderer. 

Telling this story from Theo’s perspective 
was a brilliant decision on Michaelides' 
part. There is no hint whatsoever that Theo 
knew or had any kind of connection to 
Alicia beforehand, which makes this 
revelation all the more startling. The true 
perpetrator of the crime was right under our 
noses all this time.  

Furthermore, the pacing and structure of 
this book was extremely well organized. 
Since Alicia refuses to speak, Michaelides 
reveals her story through the excerpts of 
her diary throughout the course of the 
book. He is careful to not reveal too much, 
which left me wanting to read more and 
discover if Alicia really killed her 
husband.  

This book explores quite a few heavy 
topics, including mental illness, betrayal, 
and violence. Theo’s betrayal in particular 
hits us like a slap in the face, and the book 
ends with without a happy ending: Gabriel 
is still dead, and Theo has attempted to 
murder Alicia. That’s just the sad reality of 
life. Personally, I dislike when authors 
attempt to sugarcoat the story, and 
Michaelides doesn’t do that. He presents 
things just the way they are, allowing the 
story to feel very natural. 

Ultimately, The Silent Patient is an 
absolute page turner. It has everything: 
intriguing characters, a fascinating 
mystery, and a mind-blowing plot twist 
that left my mind reeling. Whether or not 
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you read mystery/thriller novels regularly, 
this is a must-read and truly one of the most 
interesting books I’ve read this entire year. 
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Fake Accounts by Lauren Oyler

Reviewed by Malcolm Hagerty 

 
The gears of the media machine are 
whirring! Fanfare blares from the parapets! 
Lauren Oyler, the literary critic who gained 
her notoriety with biting reviews of 
darlings like Roxane Gay and Jia 
Tolentino, has written a novel. It is an 
exploration and condemnation of our 
internet-era cultural malaise, no less: of 
which much of the writing Oyler has 
savaged is symptomatic. Already 
interviews – let alone reviews – have 
appeared in the New York Times, Wall 
Street Journal, Los Angeles Review of 
Books, Lithub, The Cut, The Atlantic, The 
Independent, Refinery29, Esquire, Elle, 
GQ, and Fortune (all this from a quick 
Google search!), the journalists, editors, 
fellow-authors, and other literary 
tastemakers all craning their heads in, 
straining to know: can she walk the walk? 
Does Fake Accounts live up to the critic’s 
own withering standards? (In any case, it 
doesn’t matter – the mere myth of a 
maverick, crying out in the wilderness, is 
enough for the publishing houses and 
legacy publications to reap their profits. 
The excitement of controversy means far 
more than its content.) 
 
The plot, told slightly out of order, is 
simple enough. The protagonist, a mid-20s 
white millennial writer with a grim job at a 
clickbait content mill (surely an 
autofictional Oyler-stand in, down to 
sharing a Twitter profile picture), meets her 
boyfriend-to-be, an artist and leader of 
touristy pub crawls, on a trip to Berlin. The 
two eventually convene in New York, and 
their relationship chugs along until one 
night, while surreptitiously snooping 
around his phone, not-Oyler discovers he 

secretly maintains a popular Instagram 
account devoted to conspiracy theories. 
Before getting the chance to break up with 
him, however, he goes and dies in a freak 
accident – and she, still reeling, copes by 
flying over to the German capital with only 
the vaguest of plans. Once there, the book’s 
latter chunk devotes itself to a series of 
OkCupid escapades, in which not-Oyler 
gives herself a new fake backstory on each 
first date. After this an abrupt, rather 
puzzling twist, with which the novel ends.  
 
This sparse sequence of events exists 
mostly as a vehicle for various odd 
vignettes and musings, diffracted through 
the narrator’s fearsomely neurotic self-
consciousness. Random example: in a 
description of a supermarket run early on 
she probes her suboptimal utilization of 
weekend free time, resolution to stick with 
decisions, instinctive distrust of strangers, 
openness to wellness influencers’ advice, 
love of fine food, and willingness to 
“cosplay hospitality” by cooking for her 
boyfriend, despite the “sexist 
connotations” – rapid fire, all over just a 
few pages! Of course the barrage sprays 
outward too, with the indignities of modern 
romance, state of the fourth estate, and 
foibles of bourgeois urbanites all receiving 
their share of bullet holes. Prose-wise, 
Oyler adopts a fittingly brainy-yet-casual 
style, as fine stacking up lengthy sentences 
(incidentally, she recently wrote a Times 
piece defending the semicolon) as ending 
them with “or something” or “or 
whatever.” Fitting, yes, but I don’t like it: 
this reads – not unusually for a 
contemporary novel – more like a super-
long thinkpiece, blog post, or (God help us) 
series of tweets, an extension of “the 
discourse” ad ultimam nauseam. In this 
context, lists that run for an entire 
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paragraph:  
 
“I had expected there to be more of a line, 
but after checking the long list of 
nationalities posted on the information 
building I took my place outside the 
entrance for Egypt, Ethiopia, Algeria, 
Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Equatorial 
Guinea, Argentina, the Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belize, Benin, Bolivia, 
Botswana, Brazil, Burkina Faso, Burundi, 
Chile, Costa Rica, Cote d’Ivoire, [she 
continues for roughly half the countries on 
earth], Venezuela, the United States, and 
the Central African Republic behind about 
ten other people” 
 
And physically-cringeworthy jokes for 
those of us In the Know (“The mattress was 
as thick as a copy of Infinite Jest”) feel 
more lazy than quirky or innovative, as if a 
novel were something to dash off for your 
followers rather than craft deliberately. 
Nonetheless, the narration does have its 
charming points; not-Oyler often 
apostrophizes to an imagined peanut 
gallery of jealous ex-boyfriends, and 
occasionally lets them talk back. Their 
reactions are as loutish as they are incisive. 

 
One prolonged bout of formal 
“experimentation” comes in the 
aforementioned fake-dating segment, 
which is disposed into a mosaic of 
unconnected fragments, each ranging 
from a sentence to several pages in 
length; I use scare quotes because not-
Oyler herself alludes to the present 
popularity of this mode: she listens to an 
interview with an author who thinks 
 
“having children contributed to the form 
and style of her books, written in stolen 
moments, necessarily short sections, 
simple, aphoristic sentences, more of an 

essay than a novel at times.” 
 
Not-Oyler is not a fan: 
 
“Having read several because they were 
easy to finish, I couldn’t help but object: 
this trendy style was melodramatic, 
insinuating utmost meaning where there 
was only hollow prose, and in its attempts 
to reflect the world as a sequence of 
distinct and clearly formed ideas, it ran 
counter to how reality actually worked. 
Especially, I had to assume, if you had a 
baby, which is a purposeful experience 
(don’t let it die) but also chaotic (it might 
die). Since the interviewer and the author 
agreed there was something distinctly 
feminine about this style, I felt guilty 
admitting it, but I saw no other choice: I 
did not like the style.” 
 
Astutely observed! Yet she tries it out for 
the next fifty-odd pages anyway; 
professedly to “better understand 
[women],” though we get little feminist 
insight. (Oyler, when asked about 
feminism in one recent interview: “Who 
cares? Seriously, who cares?”) Several 
other halfhearted justifications follow 
because “you can just dump any material 
you have in here and leave it up to the 
reader to connect it to the rest of the 
work” (true!); or “that it mimics the 
nature of modern life, which is 
‘fragmeted’” – though she immediately 
self-rebuts that “fragmentation is one of 
the worst aspects of modern life... Why 
would I want to make my book like 
Twitter? If I wanted a book that 
resembled Twitter, I wouldn’t write a 
book; I would just spend even more time 
on Twitter” (true, true!). So why are you 
making your book like Twitter? A meta-
ironic joke? “At some point,” not-Oyler 
concedes, “you have to admit that doing 



 41 

things ironically can have very 
straightforward consequences.” True, 
true, true!  
 
Let’s stick with Twitter a moment. As 
mentioned, numerous times, social media 
(and the internet more broadly) is the 
miasma which hangs putridly over every 
page of the novel – and my luddite choir 
always delights at a sympathetic 
preacher. Oyler captures quite well the 
existential terror of “doomscrolling,” or 
really just scrolling in general: lying in 
bed for hours, refreshing the same few 
sites or apps continually, guzzling 
draughts of dopamine for nothing but a 
hangover of hollowness (and ADD). 
Take this wonderfully sickening passage, 
where she actually uses her listing habit 
to good effect: 
 
“I’d gotten used to using people I’d never 
met, or met a few times, to muffle the 
sound of time passing without 
transcendence or joy or any of the good 
emotions I wanted to experience during 
my life, and I knew the feeling was 
mutual, and that was the comfort in it. It 
was compared to white noise so often for 
a reason: so many people, talking, 
mumbling, murmuring, muttering, 
suggesting, gently reminding, chiming in, 
jumping in, just wanting to add, just 
reminding, just asking, just wondering, 
just letting that sink in, just telling, just 
saying, just wanting to say, just 
screaming, *whispering*, in all 
lowercase letters, in all caps, with 
punctuation, with no punctuation, with 
photos, with GIFs, with related links, Pay 
attention to me!” 
 
Yes, that’s the stuff! The “fake accounts” 
of the title are not just the boyfriend’s 
conspiracy Insta and not-Oyler’s 

OkCupid catfish – parodically gross 
distortions – but every, I say, each and 
every one of our online profiles, by 
inhabiting which so fully we’ve driven 
out moral integrity and genuine human 
connection (if they ever existed) with 
cattiness and sycophancy, narcissism and 
mob-mentality. But to despise this is 
hardly novel, rather very obvious and 
natural. Oyler’s own despite did not offer 
a new perspective so much as wear me 
down. 
 
Oyler, in another interview, expresses 
dissatisfaction about the trend in recent 
fiction to sideline the internet. I agree 
there is something cowardly about this: if 
fiction should hold up a mirror to life, to 
relegate our screens to brief interludes – 
or ignore them altogether – is to be 
dishonest about the sea change they have 
brought about in our society, characters, 
and even moment-to-moment 
phenomenal experience of life. But to me 
this change has been massively for the 
worse, and I have yet to read an author 
properly depict this abyss without it 
staring back into them.  
 
My prescription: Lauren Oyler, like the 
rest of us, should be deprived of her 
phone and computer for no fewer than 
five years – after which she could quite 
probably write something good. 
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Mexican Gothic by Silvia Moreno-Garcia  
Reviewed by Isaac Salazar 
Del Rey, 2020 
 
Mexican Gothic, the latest from Mexican 
Canadian novelist Silvia Moreno-Garcia, 
leaves no doubt about its genre or its self-
awareness from the title on. Fans of the 
Gothic will find all its greatest hits lined 
up and ready for savoring—the 
crumbling house, the family with a secret, 
fraught sexual dynamics, ghosts of a 
restless past. Moreno-Garcia delivers it 
all with gusto. But more than mere 
homage, the novel’s pulpy plot invites a 
closer read to its treatment of race, 
colonialism, patriarchy—and some very 
scary ecology. 
 
Moreno-Garcia situates her Gothic in 
1950s Mexico. Her heroine is Noemí 
Taboada, a high society beauty sent to 
check in on her beloved cousin, Catalina. 
Recently married to English expat Virgil 
Doyle, proud owner of a defunct silver 
mine, Catalina’s rambling letters home 
have aroused her family’s concern. No 
swooning damsel, Noemí is vibrant, 
cunning, and sharp-tongued. She’ll need 
all that and more to escape the 
machinations of the Doyle family, who 
decide to make the most of Noemí’s 
intrusion. 
 
The Doyle home is a quintessential 
Gothic locale, “sick with rot,” surrounded 
by ravines and mist, and adorned with the 
Doyles’ consistent design sensibility. The 
family favors two motifs, the mushroom 
and the ouroboros, both of which offer 
clues to the dark secrets of the family’s 
past. Moreno-Garcia tells the story in 
economical, cinematic prose, dramatic 
dialogue interspersed with efficient and 
evocative description. Her real strength is 

the grotesque; her body horror is visceral 
and memorable. You may be meeting 
some of her monsters in your dreams. 
No Gothic is complete without a villain, 
and Mexican Gothic has some juicy ones. 
Brave Noemí must face a conniving 
patriarch, a cruel female enforcer of the 
house’s rules and, of course, her cousin’s 
violent and sexually charismatic 
husband. There’s little nuance in the 
characterization: The villains are bad, the 
heroes are good, and the lines of 
contention are clear. The most interesting 
of the bunch is Virgil’s cousin, Francis, a 
pallid discontent who is sympathetic to 
Noemí’s plight. Half unlikely ally and 
half gender-swapped damsel in distress, 
Francis subversively takes the role of the 
romantic lead that might, in a more 
traditional Gothic novel, be filled by the 
bellowing anti-hero from whom Virgil is 
descended. The other characters keep to 
their archetypes. Distressed Catalina is 
ineffectual for much of the book. The 
other Doyles never waver in their 
villainy. 
 
Whatever subtlety is missing from the 
characterization can be found in the 
themes and symbolism, which reward 
reader attention. The Doyles made their 
fortune in silver, extracting Mexican 
resources and labor and hoarding the 
wealth for themselves. The secrets of the 
Gothic family not only offer up an 
extreme depiction of the evils of 
exploitation, but reveal how the structure 
of the family itself, and its obsession with 
inheritance, suitable heirs, and purity, 
enables the replication of colonial 
violence. The novel also takes care to 
consider how these systems require 
patriarchy to assert themselves, as Doyle 
women are domesticated into mothers 
and stewards for the next generation. In 
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Mexican Gothic, colonialism 
dehumanizes even those who materially 
benefit from it. 
 
With its scheming patriarch, obsessed 
with reproduction in the most literal 
sense, and its ghostly discarded women, 
Mexican Gothic ought to be read 
alongside Gloria Naylor’s Linden Hills, a 
literary Gothic set in a prosperous Black 
suburb. Both novels insist that the Gothic 
need not be white, and indeed the 
Gothic’s preoccupations with family, 
property, and inheritances of all sorts 
make it an especially well-suited genre 
for pointed critiques of capitalism, 
colonialism, and racism. Mixed-race and 
brown skinned, Noemí is exoticized by 
the Doyles, while her high-class status 
and proximity to whiteness insulate her 
from the utter disregard they show the 
working-class Mexicans of the 
surrounding town. The eugenics-minded 
family expect Noemí to be flattered that 
they admire her bloodline, while the 
novel is eager to display the terror of the 
Doyles’ racial obsessions as well as the 
ironic futility in creating a “pure” and 
ideal family. The Doyles are drawn as a 
quintessential Gothic colonizer, utilizing 
eugenics, labor exploitation, and 
patriarchy for their own gain, while 
devouring themselves in the process. 
 
Mexican Gothic’s most unexpected twist 
is its attention to the ecogothic, applying 
the Gothic’s usual ambivalence to the 
natural environment. Noemí’s arrival in 
the Gothic world of the novel is marked 
by her traversal of a forest which 
transforms from rustic landscape to a 
gloomy and barren environment, just as 
the Gothic forest is a dark mirror to the 
Romantics’ idealized notion of nature. 
But I don’t just mean the foreboding 

scenery around the Doyle house; the real 
interest lies with the nonhuman life 
within. Without giving too much away, 
Moreno-Garcia has conjured up a 
particularly nasty example of symbiosis, 
reminiscent of the sinister mushrooms 
and poem-writing fungi that pepper the 
oeuvre of Jeff VanderMeer. The novel 
invites questions of nonhuman 
intelligence and intent, and suggests that 
a close relationship to nature may not 
always be a good thing. The Doyles are 
intent on taking advantage of their 
environment and surrounding natural 
resources at all costs, which leads them to 
make a deal with a very unique devil. 
 
Even with all these weighty themes, 
Mexican Gothic is at heart a brisk and 
entertaining read. I’d even tell you to 
bring it to the beach if going to the beach 
was at all advisable in these times. 
Instead, wait for one of those dramatic 
summer thunderstorms, crack it open, 
and sink into its pages of tainted 
opulence. You’ll come away with 
broadened horizons of what a Gothic 
novel can be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The House in the Cerulean Sea by TJ 
Klune 
Reiewed by Harmony Lebovic 
 
At the outset of The House in the 
Cerulean Sea by TJ Klune, Linus Baker 
lives in a world of gray. From his rainy 
commute and thankless, demanding job 
as a caseworker for the Department in 
Charge of Magical Youth to his soggy 
salads and meddlesome neighbors, Linus 
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wanders through life completely 
unfulfilled. The only color in his world 
comes from his sunflowers and old 
records – even the existence of magic 
cannot brighten Linus’ universe. That is 
because in his society, magic is not seen 
as a gift but a dangerous liability that 
must be controlled and contained. 
Citizens are constantly reminded “see 
something, say something,” and all 
magical beings must register so the 
government can maintain its omnipresent 
watch over them. Linus’ job is to travel to 
orphanages to ensure so-called 
“dangerous” magical youth are being 
properly protected. But Linus is not 
naïve. He knows the orphanages exist to 
keep the outside world safe from the 
children – not vice versa. Despite 
DICOMY’s farcical bureaucracy and 
frigid company culture, Linus is devoted 
to fulfilling his job duties with the utmost 
attention to detail and impartiality. That 
is, until he receives a top-secret (level 
four classified top-secret) month-long 
assignment to a hidden orphanage on the 
Island of Marsyas. 
 
Linus quickly realizes this assignment is 
unlike any he has received before. Upon 
arriving on the faraway island, Linus is 
reluctantly welcomed by Zoe, a skilled 
forest sprite who helps care for the 
children. He soon becomes acquainted 
with the orphanage’s residents, including 
Talia, a tenacious gnome; Theodore, a 
clumsy wyvern; Sal, a skittish yet brave 
were-Pomeranian; Phee, a staunchly 
independent forest sprite; Chauncey, a 
friendly green blob; and Lucy, a 6-year-
old Antichrist. The children are tended to 
by the orphanage’s handsome and 
mysterious master, Arthur Parnassus. 
Linus has been given fair warning from 
his DICOMY superiors that the children 

possess unusual and dangerous powers, 
but he knows he must put aside his fears 
to thoroughly investigate the orphanage 
and uncover the secrets of the island’s 
residents. However, as Linus begins to 
connect with the children, and – despite 
his stubborn denial – Arthur, he discovers 
these tasks pose much grander challenges 
than he anticipated.  
 
TJ Klune may seem like a newcomer to 
the writing scene, but the longtime author 
has published more than twenty books 
across genres over his career, from 
science fiction to contemporary. As a 
queer kid growing up in rural Oregon, 
Klune often used books as escapism from 
the banality and disappointments of 
everyday life. Now as an adult, Klune 
writes stories about queer people from all 
walks of life and aims to show readers 
that these books are meant for everyone. 
The House in the Cerulean Sea is 
certainly an escapist adventure, but do 
not be fooled into thinking magic 
separates this whimsical world from our 
own. Klune’s story was influenced by his 
research into the Sixties Scoop, a 
decades-long campaign in Canada to 
remove tens of thousands of indigenous 
children from their homes with the 
ultimate goal of assimilation. Klune 
draws inspiration from this atrocity, using 
a magical backdrop to highlight the 
pervasiveness of discrimination in every 
society, whether real or fictional.  
 
The aesthetic inspiration for The House 
in the Cerulean Sea is described by Klune 
as a fusion of Studio Ghibli, Tim Burton, 
and Edward Gorey. His vision for the 
book comes to life on the electrifying 
cover: the beloved red orphanage is 
perched atop an emerald cliff and framed 
by a magenta and turquoise sky while 
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calm cerulean waves lap gently against 
the rocks below. Klune’s writing is 
saturated with the same vibrant colors 
and his vivid settings practically jump 
from the pages. Colorful imagery can 
sometimes compensate for subpar 
storylines, but Klune certainly does not 
fall into this trap. His descriptions 
enhance rather than overshadow the 
story’s events, unifying setting and 
narrative beautifully. The juxtaposition 
of the story’s breathtaking imagery 
against its sobering inspiration is 
executed masterfully. The House in the 
Cerulean Sea is marketed as an adult 
fantasy, yet its appeal transcends 
generational and cultural barriers. With 
its whimsical setting, lovable characters, 
and inspiring real-world implications, 
The House in the Cerulean Sea is a book 
for anyone who loves fiction and feel-
good stories. 
 
The true beauty of Klune’s novel is in its 
character development. Yes, the story’s 
prejudiced background actors blend 
together with their insufferable rudeness 
and irritability, but Klune more than 
makes up for them with his artful crafting 
of the main cast of characters. Even 
Linus’ cat, Calliope, is enlivened with 
unrelenting sass. At the novel’s 
inception, Mr. Linus Baker is an uptight 
workaholic whose spinelessness is 
frustrating to both himself and the reader. 
His faults are necessary, however, to 
allow for some of the best character 
development I have read in a while. 
Linus’ evolution from squeamish to self-
assured is the central driver of the novel’s 
progression. Its predictability makes it no 
less rewarding, especially since Linus 
learns to love himself through helping 
others.  
 

Marsyas’ caretakers, Arthur and Zoe are 
fiercely protective of the island and the 
children. Zoe is initially wary of Linus; 
however, as she notices the positive 
impact he has on the children, she begins 
to embrace his presence. Her no-
nonsense attitude and profound wisdom 
enable her to voice what all readers are 
thinking – why can’t Linus look past his 
responsibilities and prioritize what he 
really wants for himself? Arthur, on the 
other hand, is immediately welcoming of 
Linus, yet he remains somewhat of an 
enigma throughout the story. His 
secretiveness goes deeper than just his 
desire to protect the children, but Linus 
can’t understand why he insists on being 
so guarded. Nevertheless, Arthur’s 
kindheartedness, wisdom, and open-
mindedness are more than a little 
intriguing to Linus, and the development 
of their relationship is heartwarming and 
organic.  
 
The House in the Cerulean Sea has great 
adult characters, but the true jewels of the 
story are the children. Despite the 
discrimination they face and the obstacles 
that surely stand between them and their 
dreams, the children still manage to be 
curious, compassionate, and loyal. As 
Linus remarks, children can be so 
“resilient in the face of everything.” The 
youngsters at the Marsyas orphanage do 
not merely foster a close camaraderie – 
each has their own unique talents and 
aspirations. Talia is a master flower 
gardener, Theodore is a devoted 
collector, Sal is a talented author, 
Chauncey is a gifted bellhop, Lucy is a 
music connoisseur, and Phee is an 
accomplished forest cultivator. Readers 
get the supreme gift of witnessing Linus 
learning from the children as he grows to 
love each and every one of them. 
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The novel’s greatest weakness is the lack 
of a clear antagonist. Indeed, Linus 
receives subtly threatening memos from 
his DICOMY superiors throughout his 
assignment and the villagers on the 
mainland across from Marsyas gather to 
protest against the existence of the 
magical orphanage, but at no point does 

it seem that these distant adversaries 
present true pressing dangers to Linus or 
the island’s residents. Arguably, Linus is 
his own antagonist, lacking the 
wherewithal and determination to take a 
leap of faith and make the choices that 
will grant him true happiness. 
Nonetheless, Linus’ own antagonism 

notwithstanding, the absence of acute 
danger somewhat dampens the tension of 
the novel. The House in the Cerulean Sea 
is a book that gets better as it goes. At 
times, the overt moralizing of the book’s 
adult characters feels slightly saccharine, 
but the earnest sincerity of the children 
more than compensates for this. The 

House in the Cerulean Sea is a book about 
all forms of love: romantic love, self-
love, platonic love, and familial love, 
especially in the face of bias and 
discrimination. Klune set out to write an 
inspiring queer story about found family 
and seeing people for who they really are. 
He exceeds expectations on every front. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
The Midnight Library by Matt Haig 
Reviewed by Joelle Tancredi 
 
The following review contains discussion 
about sensitive topics, including 
depression and suicide. 
  
Matt Haig’s most recent novel, The 
Midnight Library, falls short on its 
promise to deliver an expansive tale of 
what stands between life and death. After 
attempting suicide, the main character, 
Nora, finds herself in a never-ending 
library, its shelves stocked with books 
detailing every alternate version of her 
life. Mrs. Elm, her old high school 
librarian, manages the library and allows 
Nora to visit an alternate life of her 
choice. This gives Nora a chance to undo 
every regret she’s ever had, whether that 
is quitting swimming, rejecting a contract 
offer for her and her brother’s band, or 
choosing to marry her ex-fiancé. 

However, in a novel that is structured 
around the idea of infinite possibilities, 
the plot feels restricted and 
underdeveloped. 
 
Haig’s novel subverted my expectations 
consistently in a dissatisfying way. Any 
plot point that felt like a possible turning 
point for Nora was short-lived; both her 
character and the third-person narrator of 
the novel make surface-level analyses of 
complex, thought-provoking concepts 
that could have enhanced this novel 
otherwise. This is especially apparent 
through Nora’s character traits. She is 
written as a smart, accomplished 
individual; she was a bookworm in high 
school who studied philosophy in college 
and took a special interest in 
environmental studies. This means that 
readers can expect constant one-liners 
from famous philosophers and 101-level 
facts about every other academic 
discipline. These are meant to give us 
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more insight into who Nora is as a person 
and to attempt to explain the bizarre 
reality (or lack thereof) that Nora finds 
herself in. 
 Nora’s sporadic insights did not 
add any nuance or lead me to any deep 
realizations about life and death; they 
were very straightforward, which seems 
intentional on Haig’s part. For instance, 
when trying to put together exactly what 
“the midnight library” was, Nora 
references Gestalt psychology, claiming 
that “to be a human was to continually 
dumb the world down into an 
understandable story that keeps things 
simple”. This simplicity is both apparent 
in Nora’s take on Gestalt psychology and 
throughout the novel. In The Midnight 
Library, Nora explores a handful of 
alternate realities, and not much else 
happens. Haig clearly did not write this 
novel to invoke existential dread in its 
readers. Instead, we are invited to take an 
“it’s that simple” approach to the 
meaning of life. While the plot doesn’t 
have to be mind-blowing, I don’t believe 
Haig’s approach was successful. 
 
I think it is important to keep the context 
of this novel in mind: our main character 
is at the library because she has tried to 
kill herself. The first words of the novel 
are: “Nineteen years before [Nora] 
decided to die…” The first few chapters 
follow this pattern until Nora actually 
does try to kill herself, and this is how she 
ends up trapped between life and death. It 
doesn’t feel like the heaviness of this 
subject is taken seriously at any point. 
Early on in the novel, Nora and her doctor 
describe her depression as situational, 
and Nora declares to a coworker that she 
“[keeps] on having new… situations,” 
which becomes the foundation of the 
novel’s message. As Nora explores every 

possible “situation” she could have been 
in had her choices been different, she 
finds it difficult to find one where she 
feels truly at home. This seems to be 
Haig’s message: there is no reality where 
everything is perfect, but every reality is 
full of opportunity. At first glance, this 
message may seem apt, but it feels overly 
idealistic upon further examination. 
 
To elaborate, Nora is a woman-of-all-
trades. As a high schooler, she was one of 
the top swimmers in the nation and well 
on her way to the Olympics. She was also 
such a talented singer-songwriter that she 
nearly signed a record-deal as a young 
adult. Besides that, she was a top student 
with a wide range of academic interests. 
Despite all of this talent and ambition, 
Nora finds herself shying away from the 
attention and the opportunity, and she 
regrets it every time. I wished Haig had 
explored this phenomenon in greater 
detail. When learning about Nora, I felt 
that her depression was anything but 
situational. There seemed to be 
something deeper going on inside of her, 
but Haig does not address this issue. 
That’s the problem: instead of treating 
Nora’s depression as a valid problem, it 
is described as being rooted in 
circumstances that Nora has chosen to be 
unhappy about.  
 
After reading about Nora’s natural talents 
and opportunities, it seems inevitable that 
readers will be confused as to exactly 
what she has to be depressed about. In 
fact, Nora’s decision to commit suicide 
seems to hang on one particularly rough 
day. Haig’s choice to frame Nora’s 
depression as situational and ultimately 
as her own choice reinforces the stigmas 
surrounding mental illness. 
Taking a step back from the plot (or lack 
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thereof), Haig relies on conventional, 
straightforward descriptions and 
metaphors in his prose. One paragraph in 
particular comes across as patronizingly 
straightforward. Before committing 
suicide, Nora muses about how coal 
cannot turn into diamonds under 
pressure, contrary to popular belief. A 
sentence later, she is brushing “a stray 
strand of her coal-black hair” out of her 
face. Paragraphs like this feel too simple. 
Even if Haig’s goal was to frame his 
novel using Gestalt psychology, this is 
certainly taking the concept too far by 
assuming that readers’ perceptions are so 
simplistic that they need the analogy 
spelled out for them so blatantly. 
There is not much character development 
in this novel, even with recurring 
characters (e.g., Nora’s family members 
and neighbors). However, I do not see the 
lack of character development as a 
downfall of the novel. Nora is in her own 
head both figuratively and literally, and I 
think Haig succeeds in conveying to us 
that Nora’s perspective is biased. That 
being said, in one of Nora’s alternate 
lives, there is a character who reveals to 
her the truth surrounding the midnight 
library’s existence. It feels as if the 
exchange is building up to something 
very important in the plot, but what felt 
like a huge development in the novel 
ended up leading nowhere. This character 
and this plot point are mentioned maybe 
once or twice afterwards, which I found 
very disappointing. 
 
This is my other big problem with Haig’s 
work: any intense moments in the novel 
are short-lived and irrelevant to the 
overall narrative. In a story where the 
main character’s life is very much at risk, 
it never felt like anything was actually at 
stake. 

 
If you are looking for a simple read, this 
is it. If you find yourself in the middle of 
a seriously hectic semester and are 
struggling to find time to read, The 
Midnight Library is a great way to get 
back into it. However, if you are looking 
for a complex dive into the meaning of 
life, I would not recommend this novel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Court of Silver Flames by Sarah J. 
Maas 
Reviewed by Isabella Ogbolumani 

 
Note: There will be spoilers for the 
previous books in the A Court of Thorns 
and Roses series. 
 
“I am the rock against which the surf 
crashes.” This is the motto of Nesta 
Archeron, the main character in Sarah J. 
Maas’s A Court of Silver Flames, known 
as ACOSF, the newest volume in Maas’s 
A Court of Thorns and Roses series. The 
first 3.5 books in the series (three full-
length novels plus a novella) follow 
Nesta’s younger sister, Feyre, the 
cursebreaker and High Lady of the Night 
Court, and the oft-misunderstood Nesta 
finally gets her turn in this fourth volume. 
Many prospective readers are likely 
wondering if they need to read the 
previous books before reading this one, 
which operates as a standalone, and the 
answer is yes. This is not merely a 
standalone novel set in the world of 
ACOTAR; rather, it is a continuation of 
the previous book, albeit from a new 
character perspective.  
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Told from the perspective of Nesta and 
Cassian, the famous war general with 
which Nesta has a fiery relationship, 
ACOSF is, at its core, a journey of 
healing. At the end of the second novel, 
Nesta and her other sister, Elain, were 
forcibly made into immortal fae beings 
before the start of an ultimate war of good 
versus evil. ACOSF takes place over a 
year after the war against the villainous 
King of Hybern. Ever since this traumatic 
war that killed her father, Nesta has been 
drinking and gambling herself into 
oblivion, and is thus given an ultimatum 
by her Feyre: she can either partake in 
elite warrior training with Cassian, the 
person she loathes yet desires the most, 
and work in the court’s sacred library (run 
entirely by women who have experienced 
severe trauma), or she can return to the 
human realms, where the fae are feared 
and hated. Recognizing she has no 
choice, she reluctantly chooses the 
former. She soon realizes, though, that 
the deadly powers she acquired during 
her transformation from human to fae 
must be put to use. An evil queen is 
searching for three items that have the 
power to destroy the world, and Nesta is 
the only other person with the power to 
track and retrieve them. All the while, her 
fiery and passionate relationship with 
Cassian reaches new heights. 
 
A Court of Silver Flames is 
unquestionably the best book Maas has 
ever written; she returns to the roots of 
female friendship, romantic 
relationships, and mental health, all of 
which feature prominently in her other 
best works, A Court of Mist and Fury and 
House of Earth and Blood which, along 
with ACOSF, sit on a tier of their own.  
  

ACOSF is positively filthy and sexy in 
nature; the banter between Nesta and 
Cassian is priceless, as is the evolution of 
their relationship, from enemies to 
friends to lovers to soulmates. Maas is, at 
her core, a fantasy romance writer, not an 
epic, high fantasy novelist. Luckily, she 
is at her best when leaning heavily into 
the romance genre, which she does here 
in ACOSF. As such, the novel is quite 
character-driven, and readers expecting 
epic battles and fast-paced action may be 
disappointed. Nevertheless, Maas has 
crafted an incredibly intricate fantasy 
world full of courtly interactions, 
political intrigue, and betrayal. She also 
greatly expands upon the history of the 
fantasy world she has created, Prythian, 
diving deep into long-forgotten Gods and 
the state of Prythian long before the High 
Fae came into power. Fans of the series 
will be happy to know that while this is 
Nesta and Cassian’s book, and the two of 
them are what really carries this story, 
fan-favorite characters do make many 
appearances: Feyre, Rhysand, Azriel, 
Mor, Amren, and Lucien appear, this 
time as major supporting characters. 
Other characters, such as Eris, the 
conniving heir of the Autumn Court, who 
only briefly appears in the previous 
books, steps into his biggest role yet.  
 
Additionally, two new characters are also 
introduced; Emerie, a fiercely 
independent Illyrian, and Gwyn, a 
priestess in the library, find themselves 
making up Nesta’s own Inner Circle. 
Already a practically perfect book, 
ACOSF finds much of its strength and 
footing as a story about female friendship 
and sisterhood, and Maas further asserts 
that one of her greatest strengths as a 
writer, in addition to intimately 
understanding grief and trauma, is her 
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capacity to demonstrate that female 
friendship is often more epic than any 
romance. 
 
The greatest thing about ACOSF, though, 
is Nesta herself. Previously seen as 
Feyre’s mean and selfish older sister who 
sat back while her little sister sacrificed 
everything, including her humanity, to 
keep her alive, Nesta comes full circle. 
While many readers have understood and 
seen themselves in Nesta all along, many 
have made their loathing of her quite 
clear across the internet. Maas has always 
made it clear that Nesta is someone who 
internalizes a lot in order to cope with a 
lot. Her anger and self-loathing are a 
direct manifestation of crippling grief and 
trauma, both of which she hasn’t learned 
to cope with at the start of the novel. That 
is not to say, however, that Nesta is a 
saint. She has done some very shameful 
things to the people she loves and has hurt 
a great deal of people. As such, Nesta’s 
journey in ACOSF is one of undoing: it’s 
about learning how to unlearn using 
trauma and pain and grief as a crutch for 
bad behavior, which is a journey so many 
of us can relate to. There is, in fact, a very 
heartbreakingly raw, yet healing, scene in 
which Nesta collapses under the burden 
of her mistakes and is forced to confront 
them head on without any cushioning. 
Maas takes Nesta on a journey in which 
both Nesta and the readers are assured 
that they are worthy of forgiveness, they 
are worthy of love, and they are worthy 
of happy endings.  
 
Nesta’s story is about learning that it’s 
okay not to be okay, that it’s okay to ask 
for help, that it’s okay to be vulnerable, 
and that, most importantly, it is okay to 
break. You are allowed to break. And 
when you do, it’s okay to let your friends 

and family put you back together again. 
Nesta learns, just like so many of us, that 
it’s okay to lean on those people in your 
life and ask them to bear that burden with 
you. It all makes for an incredibly 
empowering and healing reading 
experience.  
 
In the end, though, ACOSF is a book for 
the girls who feel dark and twisty inside. 
For the girls who have been called bitches 
simply for being badass. For the girls who 
are told they are too “difficult.” For the 
girls who feel they aren’t worthy of love 
and happy endings. For the girls who are 
different. For the girls who, despite 
everything, will keep climbing their 
mountains.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Minor Feelings by Cathy Park Hong 
Reviewed by Abby Cohen 
 
“Sometimes you need to explain your 
experiences in order to understand them 
yourself,” Cathy Park Hong writes in her 
memoir titled Minor Feelings. In this 
work, Hong focuses on the Asian 
American experience and how art and 
poetry function as mediums through 
which oppressed groups can attempt to 
express themselves. I say that oppressed 
groups can attempt to express themselves 
to the public because, as Hong points out 
in the first part of her book, writing by 
people of color that does not have to do 
with their racial struggle is not taken 
seriously by the white-dominated literary 
world. Hong’s memoir is essentially split 
into two sections: the first, in which she 
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sets the scene and discusses the social 
climate surrounding Asian Americans in 
daily life; and the second, in which she 
tells personal anecdotes from her 
experiences in college with her Asian 
American friends and how they helped 
each other discover how to find 
themselves through art and poetry. 
 
The major idea that Hong addresses in the 
first part of her memoir is how white 
Americans often overlook and dismiss 
racism directed toward Asian Americans. 
She goes into detail explaining the effects 
that age-old systemic racism has on Asian 
Americans. For example, she writes that 
when Asian Americans complain about 
the racism they face, white Americans 
typically dismiss them saying, “Why are 
you pissed?! You’re next in like to be 
white!” What I found shocking was 
Hong’s deadpan descriptions of the 
internment camps and prisons in the US 
where Asian Americans – especially 
Japanese Americans during World War II 
– were forced to go. Hong does not tread 
lightly around racial trauma. Her voice is 
direct and straightforward, and it is quite 
easy to follow the harsh treatment Asian 
Americans have received throughout 
history. Hong reflects on her beginnings 
as a writer and how she struggled with 
deciding what to write about: “I might as 
well stick to the subject of Asians, even 
though no one cared about Asians, but 
what choice did I have since if I wrote 
about, say, nature, no one would care 
because I was an Asian person writing 
about nature?” This is the exact dismissal 
Hong describes in the beginning of the 
memoir. Personally, I did not find this 
first part of the memoir incredibly 
riveting solely because I’m not one to 
read non-fiction books for pleasure. 
However, it is objectively well-written 

and informative. Later, when I got to the 
more narrative-oriented part of the 
memoir, I felt more involved in the story.  
 
Hong’s discussion of the concept of 
“minor feelings” – the title of the memoir 
– arises during the first part of the 
memoir. She brings up her interpretation 
of this term in the context of the 
microaggressions she has experienced 
due to her race and how she is supposed 
to act in a world full of overly sensitive 
white people. An example of this that I 
thought was particularly striking was 
when Hong was with a friend on the 
subway, and a man started yelling racial 
slurs at Hong. After the two friends 
disembarked from the train, Hong’s 
friend started to cry and she said, “That’s 
never happened to me before!” In this 
situation, Hong wasn’t allowed to feel her 
own feelings for being singled out and 
instead had to support her sensitive white 
friend. Thus, the following conception of 
minor feelings is present: “minor feelings 
arise, for instance, upon hearing a slight, 
knowing it’s racial, and being told, Oh, 
that’s all in your head… Minor feelings 
are also the emotions we are accused of 
having when we decide to be difficult – 
in other words, when we decide to be 
honest” (italics from the author). I liked 
that Hong chooses this phrase to be the 
title of her work because, although it is 
not an overtly recurring theme, Hong 
communicates the minor feelings she has 
felt throughout her life through her prose. 
 
My favorite section of the memoir was 
the one where Hong switches to a more 
narrative-oriented storytelling style and 
introduces two of her Asian American 
friends, Helen and Erin, from college. 
Maintaining her deadpan style, Hong opts 
for direct characterization of her friends – 
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again, to set the scene for a reader who 
wasn’t there. She then talks about her 
relationship with Helen and Erin and how 
each of them discovered art, drawing, and 
poetry in college. Hong throws in 
intermittent allusions to recent news 
stories pertaining to her themes and 
spends quite some time discussing how 
she felt connected to the Asian American 
poet Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, who had 
been brutally assaulted and murdered 
around the time Hong was in college. 
Although this section of the memoir was 
not lighthearted, I felt more connected to 
Hong as a person after reading this 
because the dialogue she wrote helped me 
understand what her discourse was like. 
This section places her as a person in a 
real setting with during a concrete set of 
years (the early ‘90s) instead of the broad 
generalization of modern America. Hong 
also spends some time discussing standup 
comedy and how she has tried to confront 
her racial self-hatred through jokes. I 
liked that she explained how she explored 
different forms of art and expression to 
reconcile with her identity. 
 
Finally, Hong finishes her memoir with 
some takeaways she has from her life 
experience and how she has tried to find 
a voice through her poetry. I found this 
line particularly beautiful: “Like the 
stutterer who pronounces their words 
flawlessly through song, the immigrant 
writes their English beautifully through 
poetry.” Sentences like these are what 
make Hong’s memoir an engaging page-
turner. I highly recommend this memoir, 
especially now that Asian American hate 
crimes have been circling the news 
recently. This memoir is a great way to 
stay aware in our tense political climate. 
Even though this wasn’t a book I would 
typically choose to read on my own, I’m 

glad I read it because it’s interesting to 
read a book about someone’s experience 
with racism from a personal instead of an 
academic perspective. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Once and Future Witches by Alix E. 
Harrow 
Reviewed by Emma Leynse 
 
“Behind every witch is a woman 
wronged.” 
 
Sisterhood, suffrage, and witchcraft: this 
is what Alix E. Harrow brings us in her 
immaculately crafted second novel, The 
Once and Future Witches.  In a 
reimagined 1893, three separated sisters 
reconnect in the city of New Salem and 
find themselves unified by witchcraft 
hidden in stories passed down from 
mother to daughter.  Harrow’s writing 
soars as she tells an emotional and 
inspirational story about claiming one’s 
voice and power through the unity.  Her 
writing not only immerses you in the 
characters’ points of view, but also 
creates a world teeming with an inspiring 
sense of possibility.  For weeks after 
reading this book, I couldn’t stop 
thinking about the vision of a better world 
for women — and all marginalized 
people — that it presents; The Once and 
Future Witches was the perfect 
empowering read that left me feeling like 
the world can be improved with unity, 
empathy, fierce determination, and a 
touch of magic.  
 
For Juniper, Agnes, and Bella Eastwood, 
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witchcraft was a hushed set of wills, 
ways, and words passed to them by their 
grandmother and the women of their 
country town.  As they grew up, one by 
one they escaped their abusive father and 
ran off to the city, with Juniper, the 
youngest, being the last to leave.  After 
years apart and fraught relationships 
between them, they all intersect paths at a 
suffragist rally.  While they are all present 
there for different reasons, they are 
forced together and connected by an 
invisible bond when forbidden magic 
strikes.  Despite their marked differences, 
they find themselves constantly drawn to 
each other.  As they work to rebuild their 
own relationships, Juniper quickly 
discovers that the organized suffragists 
are mostly wealthy women who reject 
witchcraft, not wanting to create a large 
disruption in society.  Juniper turns to her 
sisters to create a new group of women 
who will fight against the dark forces of 
oppression with any and all of the 
resources they have.  
 
One of the most notable aspects of this 
book is the amazing character 
development of Juniper, Bella, and 
Agnes — three very different women 
who build a family of sisters around 
them.  They are united by a dogged 
strength and determination to survive and 
make life better for the women that come 
after them.  Throughout the book, we see 
the events occurring from each of the 
sister’s points of view, and their unique 
voices come through in Harrow’s writing.  
Juniper, the youngest, is fierce and wild, 
unafraid to loudly voice her opinion and 
use the witch-ways she has to protect 
herself, despite the ban on witchcraft and 
the maltreatment she faces.  Agnes, the 
middle sister, has resigned herself to 
working for little pay at a factory and 

dodging the men pursuing her for her 
beauty.  When Agnes meets her sisters 
and begins to widen her circle, she finds 
a future worth fighting for.  Bella, the 
eldest, has been quietly working as a 
librarian in New Salem when she finds 
powerful long-lost words hidden in a 
children’s book.  This discovery brings 
her far beyond her comfort-zone, where 
she learns to find strength within herself 
and her connection to others.  While the 
idea of three very different sisters may 
seem cliché, I can assure you that it is not: 
Harrow expertly weaves classic tropes of 
witchcraft and fantasy stories with a self-
awareness that is wholly unique and 
exemplifies the power of storytelling.   
 
Juniper, Bella, and Agnes balance each 
other out, each bringing unique 
perspectives and goals that strike the 
reader in such different, yet equally 
important, ways.  You are able to see how 
the sisters, as well as the friends and foes 
that they meet, influence each other and 
grow and change with each encounter.  
What I loved about these characters was 
that there was not one who was better 
than the other — they all worked 
together, along with the women who 
joined their cause, to fight for equality.  
As a reader, you’re sure to relate to at 
least one of the characters, which makes 
reading the novel impactful on a personal 
level, or at least it did for me.  I found 
aspects of myself in all the characters but 
felt especially empowered by Bella’s 
journey as she comes to trust her own 
strength and value.   
 
Harrow’s mysterious, magical world of 
New Salem is just as compelling as the 
residents within.  While reflective of the 
actual history of the suffrage movement, 
Harrow reimagines the world as one with 
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the hidden power of witchcraft lurking 
beneath — a steady heartbeat hidden in 
hushed whispers.  This blend of history 
and fantasy is incredibly fascinating to 
read.  It offered a fresh perspective while 
remaining true to the time period, enough 
to make me begin to wonder if witches 
really were behind the suffrage 
movement after all.  The struggles they 
all face are so real and so pertinent even 
to our time.  Harrow does an amazing job 
creating a rich setting where the 
peripheral details can be filled in by the 
reader’s knowledge of the Salem Witch 
trials and the suffrage movement, making 
the worldbuilding not overwhelming yet 
still effective.  As the plot progresses, the 
author pulls back the layers of New 
Salem, revealing its secrets and 
complexities.  Her lyrical writing paints a 
vivid picture of life at this time and adds 
a layer of mystery and suspense as the 
characters begin to discover dark forces 
gathering in the shadow of the city.  
Furthermore, she does a great job 
developing the city itself and the stories 
of various women, from the tough 
mothers working in the factory with 
Agnes to the fancy women in the 
organized suffrage groups to the resilient 
leaders within the marginalized 
community of African Americans forced 
to live at the edge of the city who are 
harboring hidden witch-ways of their 
own.   
 
Beyond the setting, Harrow’s description 
of the magic system provides a very 
intricate and fresh take on the usual story 
of witches with an emphasis on the vital 
importance of stories and the power of 
women.  In the world of New Salem, 
witchcraft is a taboo topic, yet everyone 
knows that it exists — not as much as it 
used to before the burning of witches 

many years prior, but it still persists.  The 
three sisters slowly find other women 
throughout the city who also wish to use 
their stories and witch-ways to stand up 
for themselves.  What I found incredibly 
fascinating about the magic system was 
how witchcraft is so closely tied to 
women.  From small spells to help with 
household tasks while men aren’t looking 
to spells enacting much more damage, 
witchcraft comes down to three main 
things: the words, the ways, and the will.  
The words are passed down from mother 
to daughter in hushed tones and through 
children’s stories, the ways are collected 
and preserved, and the will one must find 
burning steadily within.  Yet, at its core, 
witchcraft for these characters is an 
outward, physical representation of the 
agency which all women have to change 
the world for the better through unity and 
determination.  Furthermore, I loved the 
emphasis this book places on storytelling 
as a method to pass along meaning and 
power.  I found this to be such a self-
aware message which directly reminds 
readers to pay close attention to stories 
such as this book, but most importantly to 
listen and learn from the stories of others.      
 
What I love most about Harrow’s writing 
is the way she expresses the emotional 
cores of these characters in such raw, 
moving descriptions.  At the height of the 
story, the characters are acting on the 
immense strength of their will alone as 
their resources are whittled down; they all 
wish, deeply and desperately, to survive 
and protect the women around them and 
those that will come after.  You can feel 
this fierce determination through the 
pages — feel it in your core and in your 
heart.  I came away from this book feeling 
empowered; seeing the story of these 
women banding together to fight for 
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equality through bravery, knowledge, and 
love was incredibly inspiring.  Even in 
today’s world, women face the injustice 
that the Eastwood sisters face every day.  
Beyond that, the novel highlights the 
discrimination which many marginalized 
groups — not just women — face and 
contains a diverse cast of characters 
facing similar experiences of oppression 
under a society geared towards white 
men.  It often feels like the author is 
talking directly to readers, imploring us 
to remember these women’s struggles 
and to fight for equality in our own lives.       
This book hit me in a way which I am 
struggling to put into words.  Especially 
after the horrible year that was 2020 and 
witnessing just how much hatred and 
discrimination exists in this world, this 
book was exactly what I needed to hear.  
Not only was it incredibly empowering to 
read as a woman, but it showed me that 
there is hope and possibility for a better 
future — one where we can combine our 
strengths, listen to each other, find unity 
in our differences, and discover the magic 
within us all. 
 
I Hold a Wolf by the Ears by Laura Van 
Den Berg 
Reviewed by Hanna Carney 
 
Laura Van Den Berg’s collection of short 
stories I Hold a Wolf by the Ears is 
unsettling, tangible, and wonderfully 
satisfying. Most of these stories give us a 
glimpse of women processing their 
traumas, whether it be the death of a 
sister, divorce, sexual assault, 
gaslighting, and so on. Van Den Berg 
uses each of these stories to experiment 
with Genre. With a basis in contemporary 
fiction, she ventures into drama, fantasy, 
and horror with dream-like qualities. 
Her story “Your Second Wife” engenders 

a world in which her main character 
makes a living by impersonating the dead 
wives of her clients. Outlandish and 
slightly disturbing, this world could 
easily be rejected by the reader, but Van 
Den Berg skillfully grounds us in her 
reality. In the first paragraph, we are 
thrown straight in: the narrator is 
studying the portraits of various late 
wives so she can mimic their facial 
expressions, hair, and makeup. Van Den 
Berg sparks our curiosity just enough to 
pull us in before the narrator nonchalantly 
spells out this world for the audience: 
“Between impersonating dead wives, I 
work as a part-time dog walker.” The line 
is so casual we have no choice but to 
accept this narrative. Additionally, the 
author includes details that are all-too-
relatable for women living in a society 
where rape culture is prevalent—
something our world and her fictional 
world share. Her narrator emphasizes to 
her clients (all husbands) again and again, 
“NO SEX OF ANY KIND,” yet these 
men persist. One man tries to trick her 
into his home by claiming “his dead wife 
was agoraphobic and never left the 
house,” but this narrator has watched “all 
the season of Law & Order: SVU, so [she 
knows] what’s out there.” It is relatable 
and comical details like these that enable 
the audience to sympathize with Van Den 
Berg’s characters despite her fantastical 
and eerie plotlines--she skillfully 
diminishes the gap between her literary 
world and ours. 
The plots and settings of I Hold a Wolf by 
the Ears are isolated, interesting, and 
believable (finding a ghost in a 
photograph, a man secretly drugging his 
wife every day with LaCroix, etc.), but 
her characters are what make me want to 
keep these stories close. They are 
thought-provoking and inspiring without 
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playing into the idea of “the perfect 
victim.” 
 
Take her story “Karolina,” for example. 
We see a woman coincidentally run into 
her brother’s ex-wife, Karolina, while at 
a conference in Mexico. She hasn’t seen 
Karolina since she left her husband--the 
narrator’s brother--months prior. The 
narrator finds that she has actually been 
living on the streets following a recent 
earthquake, so she invites Karolina to her 
over-priced hotel room for a shower and 
some food. Despite her and Karolina’s 
tense history (the narrator used to victim-
blame Karolina for her traumas), she 
accepts the offer. What I admire about 
Karolina is her refusal to make excuses 
for her ex-sister-in-law’s behavior 
despite getting these resources from her. 
Karolina delivers a to-the-point, “fuck 
you” after finding out that this woman 
heard the police call, she made when 
leaving her husband (the call gave 
evidence that Karolina was being abused 
by the narrator’s brother), but the narrator 
still didn’t believe her brother was 
capable of abuse. Karolina later steals the 
narrator’s wallet and leaves her to ponder 
her relationship with her brother. Van 
Den Berg does not write Karolina to be 
the perfect character. She’s rough around 
the edges but unapologetic about how she 
decides to deal with her trauma. The 
narrator, on the other hand, is less 
admirable despite her higher, more 
“proper” position in society. She victim-
blamed Karolina for years, but the 
audience may relate to or sympathize 
with the narrator as she undergoes the 
heavy process of trying to understand that 
a man she once trusted is indeed sexist, 
selfish, violent, narcissistic, and an 
abuser. There are multiple layers to peel 
back when reading I Hold a Wolf by the 

Ears, and each layer gives us a new 
glimpse into the depths of human 
complexity.  
Van Den Berg writes her characters with 
nuance and a light hand as she depicts 
them working to understand their own 
narratives. And all of her stories, with 
distinctive plot and characters, are 
carefully strung together through various 
motifs. 
 
I found her natural disaster motif to be a 
satisfying metaphor for the effects trauma 
can have on our lives. In her story 
“Volcano House”—one of my personal 
favorites—the narrator recalls a trip to 
Iceland she took with her sister before an 
unrelated, tragic accident left her sister 
brain-dead. One detail that sticks out is 
the recurring earthquakes they experience 
while in Iceland. Although she and her 
sister always remain unscathed by these 
minor earthquakes, it seems the narrator 
latches onto these moments with an 
unconscious understanding that natural 
disaster may reflect the trauma that 
connects her to her sister--trauma that she 
must now process alone. This natural 
disaster motif reappears in “Karolina” in 
the form of the earthquake that leaves 
Karolina homeless. As aforementioned, 
the narrator must work to understand the 
sense of instability she feels having to 
reimagine her relationship with her 
brother, an abuser, and this instability 
lingers in the background of the story 
with the talk of natural disaster. Overall, 
this motif acts as a conceit for trauma and 
adds an eeriness and vulnerability to the 
characters’ narratives. 
In a world where progress is not 
promised, where the Minnesota Supreme 
Court ruled in March 2021 that sexual 
assault survivors who were willingly 
drunk at the time of assault can no longer 
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charge their assaulters, literature such as 
I Hold a Wolf by the Ears gives me a 
small sense of comfort. Van Den Berg’s 
collection is tangible enough to offer 
validation and support as a reader is, 
perhaps, processing their own traumas. 
However, it is outlandish enough that a 
reader can distance themselves from 
these scenarios as much as they see fit 
and enjoy them for mere entertainment. I 
Hold a Wolf by the Ears is a wonderful 
collection of contemporary fiction, and I 
hope any reader can find as much joy, 
sadness, comfort, and satisfaction in 
these stories as I did. 
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