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The Short Version

Favorite Fiction from 2018
Stoner by John Williams
Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward
Wolf in White Van by John Darnielle
The Overstory by Richard Powers

Favorite Nonfiction from 2018
American Nations by Colin Woodard
The Stranger in the Woods by Michael Finkel
Other Minds by Peter Godfrey-Smith
Educated by Tara Westover
Spy of the First Person by Sam Shepard
A Field Guide to Getting Lost by Rebecca Solnit
In Praise of Shadows by Jun´ichiro Tanizaki

Nothing to Envy: Love, Life and Death in North Korea by Barbara Demick
In July, Mark Bowden published a terrifying article in The Atlantic about our options with North Korea
(none of them are good). This was long before our President started tweeting like an insecure tenthgrader about the size of his button, and before senators started rattling their sabers, some of them
genuinely seeming to delight in the thought of incinerating North Korea in a war, despite the fact that a
best-case scenario involves the deaths of millions of North and South Koreans.
I thought maybe I should learn something about the people we may very soon be lobbing
missiles at. I heard Barbara Demick when she was a guest on The Ezra Klein Show podcast, and although
this book is from 2009, it is still relevant as a look at the hermit kingdom and its citizens.
Most of what we see of North Korea in the media is footage of its chubby leader or the
pageantry of its military parades. It’s a country that has increasingly walled itself off from the outside
world since its creation after WWII. The three successive members of the Kim family have become
increasingly paranoid of outside influence. Their blend of totalitarianism, pseudo-religion and cult of
personality, mixed with the country’s isolationism has turned North Korea into a cult.
Demick gives us a look inside the cult, and the picture is bleak. Under Kim Jong Il in the 90s and
2000s, the country collapsed into poverty and famine. The country was depleted of resources. It’s
estimated that as many as three million starved to death, and the stories Demick tells are heartbreaking.
The agriculture, already on the decline, was decimated by mismanagement. The power grid went down.
People stole food to survive. They stripped the useless copper wires from the walls to sell for food. They
killed animals for food. There were rumors of cannibalism, of adults who kidnapped children to butcher
for food.
North Korea has always been cloaked in misinformation—the only permitted TV’s and radios
were preset to receive only official government channels. Many North Koreans believe there is a better
life outside of the country, though many still believe the official propaganda, which blames the outside
world, particularly the U.S., for the miserable conditions. Some attempt to escape. Some do. But it is a
great risk to do so—many who make it out are never able to contact their families. Some who do escape
to South Korea or China and are captured or returned to the North. It is not a good fate that awaits
them in the prisons.
The hope for average North Koreans is not war. The long but best shot may be that technology
will eventually help information overwhelm the walls. That North Koreans will see the outside world, the
possibilities, and somehow in their weakened state, will revolt and topple the communist government.
It’s nearly impossible to imagine, but until then North Korea is a country frozen in time, a suspended
state of hell, and its people are its prisoners.
The Stranger in the Woods: The Extraordinary Story of the Last True Hermit by Michael Finkel
In 1986, at age 20, Christopher Knight parked his car at the side of the road in rural Maine and walked
off into the woods. He lived there alone for 27 years. In that time, he spoke one word—“hi”— to
another human, a passing hiker.
In 2013, Knight was arrested while breaking into a kitchen at a camp for boys. He was returned
to civilization. “Capturing Knight was the human equivalent of netting a giant squid,” Finkel muses. As
far as we know, Knight spent more time alone than anyone else in the history of the world.
After his arrest, Knight’s story caught Finkel’s eye and he reached out to Knight with letters,
eventually interviews. Here, he attempts to illuminate Knight’s mysterious character. He examines the
history of hermits and the notion of solitude. In a world where few people go more than a few hours
without interacting with others, what would make one want to be alone for so long, and what does it
take to bear that kind of loneliness? What does it do to a person?
Knight had a camp, tucked in a dense stand of trees behind some large glacial boulders.
Amazingly, he was within walking distance of cabins and vacation homes around North Pond in central
Maine. But his camp was so well hidden that other than the hiker, he only had one other encounter, this
one with a fisherman to whom he said nothing.

During his time in the woods, he committed over 1000 burglaries of nearby homes, pilfering
them for food and supplies. Although nobody knew who was doing it, people began to refer to him as
the “North Pond Hermit.” Some of the residents left food out for him (though he never took any).
Others, not surprisingly, found the notion of a strange man living in the woods and randomly breaking
into homes to be terrifying. Knight was upset when he found out that his crimes caused people fear,
though it should have been obvious. Still, he meant no harm to anyone.
When I was young, I was enchanted by The Boxcar Children. Like most boys, I built forts in the
woods, had fantasies of living a self-reliant life. Maybe we all have a little of that in us—a romantic
notion of escaping the hustle of everyday life and living off the grid. Of course, very few of us actually do
it. Certainly not for a quarter century.
“The act had elements of a suicide, except he didn’t kill himself,” Finkel says. Knight’s vocal
chords atrophied from lack of use. He had trouble speaking, but in slow, stunted sentences he describes
how the dividing line between himself and the forest dissolved, how he fell into a kind of communion
with nature. He decries elements of society, finds it ironic that spending your life working in a cubicle,
trading your time and stress for money is considered acceptable, but relaxing in a tent in the woods,
observing the trees is considered disturbed. That said, to the key question of why he did what he did,
Knight seemed to find it as puzzling as everyone else. He’d obviously given it much thought but all he
could say about it was, “It’s a mystery.”
What I loved about this book were the angles Finkel came at it, trying to solve that basic riddle
of why. He looked at the great writers on solitude—writers like Annie Dillard, Michael de Montaigne,
Henry David Thoreau and Thomas Merton (who beautifully wrote, “Nothing can be expressed about
solitude that has not been better expressed by sound of the wind in the pine trees.”). He looks at other
similar cases, such as Christopher McCandless, who disappeared into the Alaskan bush as told in Jon
Krakauer’s excellent Into the Wild.
Finkel examines the neuroscience of silence, of what it does to the mind, to the senses. He looks
at Knight’s family and considers Asperger Syndrome and other medical conditions as possible
explanations. And he considers the history of solitude, from its religious significance—Jesus in the
wilderness, Buddha under the tree—to the more trivial. (In 18th Century England, it became fashionable
for wealthy land owners to have a hermit on their estate. Ornamental hermits, they were called.
Wanted ads appeared everywhere. The contracts were typically for seven years, the pay was good and
included a meal a day. Hundreds of hermits were hired.)
But what I found most interesting was Knight’s complicated character. It’s hard to say what he
meant by his act of departure. Was it an act of protest? A mental glitch? A moment of enlightenment?
He criticizes society’s need for stuff, the need to mesmerize ourselves with our screens. Yet he lived off
society. He wasn’t living off the land unless you count vacation homes as part of the land. He stole food,
radios, batteries and other supplies, so it’s difficult to concede him any moral high ground or hold him
up as some example of a principled life. He just was. Alone. Without need for justification. How many of
us do the things we do because of the pressures and expectations of society? Cut the connection to
those pressures and what happens? Does one lose purpose? Find nirvana? It’s an important question,
and though Knight shows no investment in the answer, he is a fascinating human experiment. And it
makes for a fantastic book.
News of the World by Paulette Jiles
This is a western about Captain Jefferson Kyle, an old war vet in the post-Civil War American west, who
makes a living traveling town to town, reading from various newspapers to the locals. On his travels, he
comes across a young girl, Johanna, who has recently been rescued by the U.S. Army from the Kiowa.
She has been living with the tribe for four years, ever since they massacred her family and kidnapped
her. Captain Kyle is paid $50 for the service of returning her to her relatives in San Antonio. She speaks
no English and knows nothing about how to navigate the “civilized” world.

The Captain’s occupation and the subject of a white child kidnapped and raised by natives—
apparently more common than one would think—are both interesting elements. But overall this is a
pretty straightforward western, with solid writing, but clear good guys and bad guys and a predictable
plot.
Wolf in White Van by John Darnielle
John Darnielle is also a singer-songwriter who goes by The Mountain Goats. This, his debut novel, caught
my attention when it came out in 2014 because I’m a fan of his music. But the reviews were great as
well (as is the name, as is the cover). With all this, I finally got around to listening to the audiobook, read
by Darnielle. It doesn’t disappoint, and I ended up finishing the full audiobook in two days.
Through chronological jumps, Darnielle reveals the story of Sean Perkins, inventor of Trace
Italian, a role-playing game based on a post-apocalyptic world imagined by Perkins. Players correspond
with him through the mail, playing god to his world as the players send their moves and he responds
with the consequences of those moves. In addition to their correspondence about the game, players
often disclose personal details about their lives. Sean detects in them kindred spirits, nerds and outcasts
looking for escape and adventure. But as they play, the escape offered by the game becomes too real
for some. One player, frightened by his obsession with the game, uses his move to commit suicide with
his character. And two other players begin acting out their player’s move in real life.
We also learn that Sean has been terribly disfigured in a shooting, though Darnielle unveils the
exact circumstances of the shooting slowly throughout the story. Sean’s recovery, his interactions with
his caretakers and the reactions of people he encounters create a major thread of the narrative.
Wolf in White Van explores some of the same themes of Darnielle’s music—teenage loneliness,
nerdy pursuits of 1980s and pre-internet 1990s, obscure pop culture references. Like millions of
teenagers, Sean is socially awkward and emotionally distant from his parents. With Wolf in White Van,
Darnielle has created a world that is familiar but wildly inventive, dark with dreamlike imagery but
sensitive and poignant. I was expecting the book to be pretty good, but was blown away.
Anyone who loved Ernest Kline’s 2011 Ready Player One will likely appreciate Wolf in White Van.
And I enjoyed hearing Darnielle’s reading of it. He has a dry, Demitri Martin-esque delivery that
complements the story well.
Trumpocracy: The Corruption of the American Republic by David Frum
I was much more interested in reading this book than Michael Wolff’s Fire and Fury. Trump is an easy
target, but I prefer to see him hit by people from his own side of the aisle. Although many in the modern
GOP might call Frum a traitor, he is a conservative. I disagree with him on many political positions, but I
massively respect his intellect and desire for civil discourse. He believes—and I agree—that the
Republican party jumped the shark when it aligned itself with (or was taken over by) the Tea Party.
Trump is a symptom of this shark jumping.
“Even before Donald Trump thrust himself forward as a presidential candidate,
American politics had been veering toward extremism and instability. Trump
seized a dark opportunity, but that opportunity had been opened and enlarged
for him by others. Trump’s election was a system failure, but the system did not
fail out of the wild blue yonder.”
But Trump is a historical disfigurement of the Presidency, a superlative combination of immorality and
incompetence. He is often compared to Nixon, and the line from All the President’s Men, Frum points
out, is apt of the election, possibly prescient of the current situation: “The truth is, these aren’t very
bright guys, and things got out of hand.”

Trump and his cronies are carrying out a crusade of anachronism, trying to turn back the hands
of globalism and technology to a time when America thrived on manufacturing and extractive industries,
when the U.S. wasn’t a cultural melting pot (a time that never really existed), when Americans didn’t
criticize their leadership (also a time that never existed).
Trump himself is an amalgamation of some of the darkest of America’s traits. A bigot, a
charlatan, a robber baron, an opportunist. He sees women as trophies, money as the object, and his
elected office as a kind of kingship. Every decision he makes is filtered through how it will benefit him.
Because he rewards loyalty over talent, he has surrounded himself with a cadre of yes-people in
dangerously over their heads (“The Trump White House is a mess of careless slobs.”).
But to accuse Trump of being incompetent and morally bankrupt is not worth a book. What
Frum sees is something more insidious. He sees Trump as corrosive to the very fundamentals of
American democracy. He sees Trump, and Trumpism, as a force so potentially damaging that America
may never recover. He is the wedge between Americans, and there is little reason for him to stop
hammering it in.
“Trump gambled that Americans resent each other’s differences more than they cherish their
shared democracy. So far, that gamble has paid off.”
Trump is intentionally setting a course of isolationism and protectionism, through policies, by
bad-mouthing our allies and by reneging on our agreements.
He is pulling a page from the dictator playbook by deliberately attacking the notion of truth
(fake news, alternative facts, etc.). Absent a discernible truth, there is no foundation for discourse. He
relies on cries of “fake news” or “liberal media” to drown out any fact checking. He creates his own
weather system of disinformation that plays to the unfortunate talent of Americans to believe almost
anything that supports what they believe to be true.
Trump claims that the electoral college is rigged (it is, intentionally, and Republicans have
recently benefitted from it twice, in 2000 and 2016), while his party is blatantly suppressing voter
turnout to favor them in state elections (“Between 2010 and 2016, some twenty states rewrote their
laws in ways that made voting more difficult, often with blatantly partisan effect.”).
And there is the Russia thing. The investigation is ongoing, but at the very least there is
obligation for the President of the United States to show grave concern for an attack by a foreign nation
on our electoral system, which Trump only answers with, “There was no collusion.” Time, and Robert
Mueller, will tell. Trump seems unconcerned with defending the U.S. from another attack, perhaps
because admitting the first attack would be admitting to an election that was, at least in part, rigged in
his favor. This, for a man who still insists he won the popular vote and the crowd size at his
inauguration…etc. etc. etc.
Frum admitted in a recent interview that he wrote this book fast. The urgency of it, he felt, was
important. It feels like a fast book, reads like a fast book. He makes very good points, though they are
somewhat scattershot. But his central theme is that this presidency is different. Trump is a turning point.
We can decide to continue down this path where we erode our democracy, destroy our standing in the
world, value our party identity over our identity as Americans, or we can see the sickness before us and
choose a path more reasonable. Trump can be the DUI that forces us to face the fact that maybe we
have a drinking problem and should attend rehab. Or we can ignore this warning until we wrap
ourselves around a tree.
The thing I have most grappled with in the Trump era, and why this book was not an enjoyable
read, is that it's a reminder of how incredibly disappointed I am in our country. Because none of this is
surprising. This was a deliberate choice. Like I said, I really like and respect Frum. But this book is an easy
case to make. It was also a pretty easy thing to envision before Trump was elected. Yet people decided,
for whatever coalition of reasons, that this man was somehow the choice to make to lead this country.
This terrible, immoral, bag of air and meanness. I find that deeply, deeply saddening.
When this all started to happen, I thought of a parable about a snake I'd heard in a movie. I
didn’t realize it was an Oscar Brown poem. And I was surprised when Frum points out that Trump loves
to read the poem (changing lines to suit his needs) at rallies. It’s the parable of a woman who finds a sick

snake out in the cold. She brings it into her house and nurtures it back to health. Then one day, the
snake bites her. As the woman is dying, the snake says to her, “You knew I was a snake when you took
me in.”
Trump was in the news recently for reading the poem as part of a xenophobic bit about Syrian
refugees and being called out by the daughter of the author. He is seemingly unaware of what is so
obvious. He is the snake. He is the poisoner. There was nothing about him or his behavior that can
surprise anyone. But a snake is a snake. So shame on us. Shame on us for inviting the snake in.
A Study in Scarlet by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
When reading Mindhunter last year, I was reminded of how much I liked Sherlock Holmes stories
growing up. So when I saw the entire collected works of Sherlock Holmes stories (all 63 hours read by
Stephen Fry!) for a single credit on Audible, I jumped on it.
A Study in Scarlet was the first appearance of the legendary Holmes and Dr. Watson. It appeared
inconspicuously and without acclaim in 1887, in an English magazine called Beeton’s Christmas Annual.
Watson, the narrator, has returned from the war in Afghanistan. Seeking lodging in London, he meets
Sherlock Holmes. In what would become his signature, Holmes surmises Watson’s story based on only a
few quick observations. Watson is stunned, enchanted. And the rest, as they say, is history.
This book is significant as the first in the Holmes canon, but is otherwise not nearly as good as
later works. It involves a murder mystery, but the entire middle section concerns a flashback to Utah in
1847, backstory to the mystery. But the flashback is way too long and relatively uninteresting. Holmes
and Watson feel more like bookends—they deserve to be in every scene.
Holmes remains a fascinating character. His leaps of “deduction” (often pointed out to be more
inductive) are the equivalent of Jackie Chan fight scenes—totally unrealistic but delightful in their
absurdity. And Holmes is a wonderfully mixed bag as a character. He’s arrogant, sometimes rude, a drug
addict (cocaine and morphine), but brilliant. In what I thought was one of the more peculiar moments in
the book (maybe also just a sign of the times), Holmes tests his theory of the murder by feeding a
concocted poison to his dog. The dog seems unaffected, so Holmes adjusts his mixture and tries again.
The dog then dies, delighting Holmes. A mixed bag indeed.
I’m looking forward to the next 50+ hours of Holmes.
The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment by Eckhart Tolle
I first read this book in 2008. I reread it again as a part of a group reading assignment at work. On
second reading, I completely agree with my 2008 assessment. This book is about 25% empowering
brilliance and 75% New Age gibberish, wrapped in a package that is pretentious and condescending.
The central premise—that most of our pain comes from living in the past or future vs being
present in the moment—is life-changing if one can really internalize it and put it into practice. The ability
to control our minds and keep our thoughts from running to distracting or dark places can bring an inner
stillness and peace that can transform our health and our outer presence in the world.
But the pull of the past and the future are strong. We live in the past because it is so tied to our
identity. Without the past, who are we? Thus we relive moments, fill our minds with regrets, secondguess our decisions. In reality, there is nothing to be done about the past. And many of the things we
associate with our identities—our religion, work, social status, possessions, nationality,
accomplishments, past experiences—are ephemeral. Furthermore, there is evidence that reliving painful
moments can have the same physiological effects as the original experience. By conjuring the painful
memory, we are experiencing all the stresses and pain of the experience again. The past is gone, if we
can just let it be gone in our minds.
We live in the future because it is where we are potentially headed. But it often becomes a
source of worry and pain. The dread we carry for an experience that may not even happen is
unnecessary pain. Even if it does happen, the extra fear only serves to make the overall pain worse.

This is all easier said than done, of course. But the central premise is that time is an illusion. The
only thing that is real is the present moment. And our greatest gift to ourselves and to the world around
us is to be present in this moment. To listen to others with our being, not our wandering mind. To
recognize that “compassion is a deep bond between ourselves and all creatures.”
Control over our inner thoughts is central to many eastern practices and religions. In the west,
it’s often more a matter of therapy, though the practice of mindfulness is becoming more prevalent. If
this book helps popularize the notion, it should be celebrated. But the format of this book and its length
is irritating—not something you want in a book about finding inner peace. It has an unnecessary
question-and-answer format and the author comes off as insufferably arrogant. I’m currently reading
Thich Nhat Hanh’s How to Sit, which I find much better.
Homo Deus: A History of Tomorrow by Yval Noah Harari
Homo Deus is much-lauded, sprawling survey of the march of progress for our species and what the
future holds. Harari, a historian and anthropologist, pulls from the fields of history, sociology, biology,
economics, religion, philosophy, behavioral science and technology to lay out, in short, where we’ve
been and where we’re likely to go.
Like Steven Pinker, Harari makes the case that despite the rather glum coverage of the state of
our world, humans have actually made incredible progress. Disease, war and famine, which used to
regularly decimate large swaths of the population, are much less significant today. We live in a time of
abundance, of relative peace and security, of exponentially accelerating technology. Diseases—even
epidemics—are wiped out faster and faster. The likelihood of another Black Plague or Spanish Flu is very
low.
And the occurrence of war had decreased significantly. With the relative scarcity of the past,
wars of plunder were common. It was common for one country to invade another to steal its resources,
enslave its people, or capture its land. National borders shifted regularly. It is not the case any longer. In
the developed world specifically, there is more stability than there ever has been. We are far more likely
to die from overconsumption of food than starvation. And despite the hype terrorism receives, “for the
average American or European, Coca-Cola poses a far deadlier threat than Al Qaeda.”
The second part of the book dives into liberal humanism, where Harari attacks the notion that
we have free will. He makes the argument that humans are controlled by biological algorithms, that we
are products of our DNA, making every decision according to our hard-coding. He chides those who cling
to a belief in free will, comparing them to the churches clinging to the notion that God literally created
all the animals despite the evidence of Darwin, etc. (“Humans are masters of cognitive dissonance, and
we allow ourselves to believe one thing in the laboratory and an altogether different thing in the
courthouse.”) To Harari, this is a settled matter—we may believe we operate with complete freedom,
but science shows otherwise.
In the third section, Harari looks at the future, suggesting that, “the same technologies that can
upgrade humans into gods, might also make humans irrelevant.” We may all be replaced by robots, not
just in our jobs but in our lives. We always assume that we are the end result of evolution, but it’s much
more likely that we are just another step on the way to a higher-order species in the same way the
Neanderthal was a step toward Homo sapiens. And the next evolution may be as much technological as
biological.
This is an incredibly thought-provoking book. The second and third sections are much more
speculative. I’m not sure if I fully buy Harari’s argument that humans are purely algorithmic creatures.
And although he posits that his predictions are more than just futurism, it’s hard to see much of a
difference. Still, it’s a mind-expanding read. He dabbles in all sorts of trivia and threads interesting
tangents throughout. He forces us to question many of the things we take for granted in our day-to-day
lives, including that our day-to-day lives actually exist:

“For all you know, the year might be 2216 and you are a bored teenager immersed inside a
virtual world. A game that simulates the primitive and exciting world of the early 21 st Century.
Once you acknowledge the mere feasibility of this scenario, mathematics leads you to a very
scary conclusion. Since there is only one real world, whereas the number of potential virtual
worlds is infinite, the probability that you happen to inhabit the sole real world is almost zero.”

The Most Dangerous Man in America: Timothy Leary, Richard Nixon and the Hunt for the Fugitive King
of LSD by Bill Minutaglio and Steven L. Davis
About ten years ago, I was at a production house in Los Angeles playing pool and someone said that the
pool table had once belonged to Timothy Leary. I thought of the brash, chain-smoking comedian Dennis
Leary. No, someone corrected me. The LSD guy.
In the early ‘70s, Nixon was right to be paranoid. There were a growing number of people who
legitimately wanted to overthrow the government. Dangerous revolutionaries. Timothy Leary wasn’t
one of them. He was into peace, expanded consciousness and psychedelic drugs. He had bumbled his
way through various universities to a PhD and eventually lectured for a stint at Harvard. In the
mythologizing he would usually be described as a “Harvard Professor,” with the insinuation that Leary
had left teaching either because he’d had a bad trip and ruined his brain or had a good trip and found
enlightenment. Regardless, Leary had become a figure in the counterculture, a spokesperson for the
benefits of psychedelics, telling everyone they should “turn on, tune in and drop out.” Not the best
influence, maybe, but relatively harmless otherwise.
But Nixon, with the war in Vietnam going down the tubes and the public turning against him,
began expanding his list of domestic enemies. He set his sights on the counterculture, and Timothy
Leary was a symbol of everything Nixon hated. This book dives into Nixon’s anger, his paranoia, and his
misplaced obsession with capturing Leary, whom Nixon dubbed “the most dangerous man in the world.”
Leary was arrested dozens of times in the ‘60s, and in 1970 was sentenced to 20 years
(Ironically, during his prison intake he was given the standard regimen of psychological tests, some of
which he’d designed himself). Six months into his stay, he escaped prison and went on the lamb. He was
aided by an unwitting coalition of political groups ranging from the hippy-dippy to the downright
dangerous: The Brotherhood of Eternal Love, the Black Panthers, the Weather Underground, and an
international arms dealer to name a few.
His run took him to Algiers where he shacked up with Eldridge Cleaver at the Black Panthers
embassy, then on to various points in Europe, several times avoiding dragnets and infuriating Nixon.
Leary was eventually apprehended in 1972 and sent to Folsom prison.
Regardless of what one thinks of Leary’s message as the psychedelic messiah, his story is a
fascinating confluence of three major forces of the time period—the counterculture, the revolutionary
movement and the government’s increasingly reckless behavior. I’ve been digging through the stories of
this period for a while (Manson, Patty Hearst, Jim Jones, Nixonland), and Leary’s story fits right in. It’s
full of larger-than-life characters, all misguided in their own way. His time with the Black Panthers is
prime material for a miniseries.
If rather than repeat itself, history rhymes, it may do so at a rate of 50 years. It feels like our
modern moment is an echo of this period. That said, it’s is pretty stark how relatively muted the
revolutionary voices and the accompanying violence of today are, despite the impressions of the media.
This book can be read as a slice of that radical moment, or just a Gumpian story of a spacey
dude swimming through the cosmos, trying to have a good time, ruffling feathers and bumping into
downers left and right. Timothy Leary is Jeffrey Lebowski with an inflated ego and a global reputation.
The cast of this story is long and star-studded: celebrities like the Beatles and Hendrix; revolutionaries
like Eldridge Cleaver and Huey Newton; Richard Nixon, as the king who is losing his mind; and at the
center of it all, Timothy Leary as the court jester.

Spy of the First Person by Sam Shepard
The circumstances of this book were enough to entice me:
Sam Shepard was the Pulitzer Prize-winning author of more than fifty-five plays and
three short story collections. As an actor, he appeared in more than sixty films, and
received an Oscar nomination in 1984 for The Right Stuff.
Sam Shepard began working on Spy of the First Person in 2016. His first drafts were
written by hand, as he was no longer able to use a typewriter due to complications
of ALS. When handwriting became impossible, he recorded segments of the book,
which were then transcribed by his family. He dictated the remaining pages when
recording became too difficult. Sam’s longtime friend Patti Smith assisted him in
editing the manuscript. He reviewed the book with his family and dictated his final
edits before he passed away on July 27, 2017.

The book is a poetic, dreamlike recollection of an unnamed narrator. Some parts seem drawn from
Shepard’s life. Travels, adventures, moments big and small woven together in allusive language that
conjures a mood more than it creates a clear narrative. There are two characters, two men who live
across the street from one another, one spying the other through binoculars. There is the feeling of
confinement, of a body limited to a certain space, a man dependent on his family to take him to the
doctor, to move him to the yard. But there is also the infinite expanse of the imagination, of
remembering, of the word to conjure a life that is both limited and boundless.
There are notes in here that seem like personal messages to Shepard’s family, as when he
admits, “I’m not trying to prove that I was the father you believed me to be when you were very young.
I’ve made some mistakes but I have no idea what they were…Maybe we should meet as complete
strangers and talk deep into the night as though we’d never seen each other before.”
There are other moments that feel like concrete memories of someone, though it’s unclear who.
Like the memory of Lee Marvin floating in the water of the San Francisco Bay during the filming of Point
Blank.
I don’t know Shepard well, but after reading this I plan to buy more of his works. This book
belongs on the shelf next to Patti Smith’s moving M Train and perhaps Paul Harding’s Tinkers.
In Praise of Shadows by Jun’ichiro Tanizaki In Praise of Shadows by Jun’ichirō Tanizaki
I heard about this book on the Tim Ferriss Show. He and Gretchen Rubin were talking about it, and it
sounded interesting. Tanizaki, a Japanese novelist, published this short book on the aesthetics of
Japanese architecture and materials in 1933. In it, he compares the Japanese philosophy with that of the
West. “We find beauty not in the thing itself but in the patterns of shadows, the light and the darkness,
that one thing against another creates. And he laments the ongoing movement toward the American
tendency to light everything up, to obsess over clean and shiny metal and to in general eschew
darkness.
He discusses different materials and sensations—the taste and look of food, the sound of
crumpled paper and the way it reflects or absorbs light. He describes how certain materials—gold,
lacquered pottery—seem alive in the shadows in a way they never would in light. And he points out
that, similar to the wabi-sabi philosophy, Japanese love the weathering of objects much more than
Americans.
I suppose I shall sound terribly defensive if I say that Westerners attempt to expose
every speck of grime and eradicate it, while we Orientals carefully preserve and
even idealize it. Yet for better or worse we do love things that bear the marks of
grime, soot, and weather, and we love the colors and the sheen that call to mind the
past that made them.

It’s a poetic notion, the idea that beauty shines more brightly in shadow. And a good reminder that
much of what we take for granted as just the way the world is are based on cultural constructs.
My Days With Richard by Beverly Allen
When Richard Brautigan’s eighth book of poetry, Rommel Drives On Deep Into Egypt, was published in
1970, the cover was a photo of a young model, Beverly Allen, in Golden Gate park. She’d met Richard in
a café in the North Beach neighborhood of San Francisco not long before. They had a brief relationship,
then she moved to Europe. They corresponded by letter for a while, then eventually drifted apart.
This book is a short recollection of Allen’s time with Richard, followed by transcriptions of their
letters. You would probably have to be fairly obsessed with Richard Brautigan to be interested in it
(maybe the kind of person who’d read William Hjortsberg’s hefty bio of the author). I found it
interesting, a little snapshot of Brautigan from a different angle.
I Can’t Breathe: A Killing on Bay Street by Matt Taibbi
What happened to Eric Garner on July 17, 2014, is plain to see in the video. The large, 43-year-old
African American man is arguing with police officers over allegedly selling cigarettes on a sidewalk in
Staten Island. One of the officers, Daniel Pantaleo, puts Garner in a chokehold from behind and wrestles
him to the ground. He holds the chokehold for about 15 seconds. On the ground, Garner says, “I can’t
breathe” eleven times as five cops work to pin Garner down.
The coroner ruled that Garner, father of six, died from compression of the neck due to a
chokehold. Pantaleo said he never put Garner in a chokehold. The video shows Pantaleo putting Garner
in a chokehold. Pantaleo was not indicted by a Richmond County jury.
Taibbi tells the story of everything that contributed to this moment: the real-estate scams that
contributed to the poverty of the area and the racist “stop and frisk” police tactics that exacerbated
mistrust between the police force and the African American community. He tells the story of Garner, a
far-from-perfect cigarette hustler who lived in and out of jail. He tells the story of the characters around
the neighborhood, like Ramsey Orta, who filmed the murder and would later be harassed by police as
retribution. He tells us about Pantaleo, a cop with a sketchy record, to put it mildly. In short, Taibbi gives
us context.
But we also get the aftermath. Taibbi makes the point that when these things happen—whether
because of an accident, a lapse in judgment, a racist cop, or just an unfortunate series of events—the
reaction of the system is the same:
Police brutality cases always begin with spasms of rage or bad judgment—usually
an individual police officer losing it on the streets. But before the body is even cool,
the crime moves up the chain…While the cases often begin as unplanned murders
and assaults committed in a heat of the moment situations by working-class cops,
they end as carefully orchestrated cover ups, committed in cold blood through the
more ethereal, polished institutional racism of politicians, judges and attorneys.

The system kicks in to defend the system. It doesn’t matter what the video clearly shows. Imagine if
there had been no video.
Taibbi definitely has a point of view, which comes through in some of his editorializing, such as
when he describes Patrick Lynch, leader of the police union Patrolmen's Benevolent Association as a
“red-faced loudmouth…who looked like a central casting caricature of a bully cop.”
But he doesn’t pull punches when describing Garner’s flaws either. Or the mismanagement of
the Black Lives Matter movement. It’s a story with complex elements coming to this very simple, tragic
moment of a cop killing a man on a sidewalk, then spiraling back out to a complex mess. The protests,
the counter-protests. It’s ugly and sad.

This was about a month before police shot Michael Brown and Ferguson, Missouri erupted. “I
can’t breathe” morphed into “black lives matter” and it seemed a story of a police shooting was
happening every few weeks, followed by protests, sometimes riots.
There are many infuriating things about this story. The abuse of power and ensuing denial of the
police, certainly. But also the ensuing debates, the polarized reactions that break down along expected,
tired lines. The slogan of “black lives matter” met with the tone deaf “all lives matter.” Or countered
with “blue lives matter,” which just reinforces the feeling that the police are the enemy of the African
American community. The tribalism is so engrained, and it has only grown worse since Garner’s murder.
Regardless of the details, any time an African American man is killed by a cop, the debate is predictable.
But here, with Eric Garner, it’s hard to see how there was anything to debate.
The success of this book is the degree to which Taibbi is able to explore the history and the
issues that led to Garner’s death as well as the movement sparked by it. It is both small and big—about
a simple, flawed man and a singular moment in time, but also about a major American problem that
stretches back decades and, unfortunately, will likely continue for decades more. Well worth the read.
Stoner by John Williams
William Stoner, the eponymous protagonist of this novel, is born in 1891, the only child of stoic, hardworking Missouri farmers. Stoner observes his father’s “thick, callused fingers, into the cracks of which
soil had penetrated so deeply that it could not be washed away,” and perhaps sees his own future.
Then a new school of agriculture opens at the University of Missouri, and Stoner heads off to be
an educated farmer, the first of his family to attend college. But early on, in an undergraduate survey of
literature, he has a transcendental moment during a reading of Shakespeare. It changes the course of
his life, and he devotes his studies not to agriculture but literature. At the end of his undergraduate
studies, a professor tells Stoner that he thinks Stoner would make an excellent teacher.
Life slides by in the way that life does. Events happen that seem minor at the time but reveal
themselves to be a large part of the stories. Decisions made, mistakes, moments of awe. The Great War
flares up in Europe and some friends go off to fight, others stay. He meets a woman with whom he has
an awkward courtship, followed by marriage that flirts briefly with happiness before descending into
bitter tedium. They have a daughter who Stoner adores, but who becomes a pawn in the conflict with
his wife.
Stoner draws comparisons to the novels of Richard Yates, with its element of the alienation and
loneliness of “normal” American lives, but I was also reminded of Richard Linklater’s Boyhood, a movie
that elegantly and poetically captures the passage of time.
We are given, in Stoner’s first page, the full arc of his life. We are told that he entered the
university in 1910, received a PhD and taught until his death in 1956.
He did not rise above the rank of assistant professor, and few students remembered
him with any sharpness after they had taken his courses. When he died his
colleagues made a memorial contribution of a medieval manuscript to the University
library. This manuscript may still be found in the Rare Books Collection, bearing the
inscription: “Presented to the Library of the University of Missouri, in memory of
William Stoner, Department of English. By his colleagues.
An occasional student who comes upon the name may wonder idly who
William Stoner was, but he seldom pursues his curiosity beyond a casual question.
Stoner’s colleagues, who held him in no particular esteem when he was alive, speak
of him rarely now; to the older ones, his name is a reminder of the end that awaits
them all, and to the younger ones it is merely a sound which evokes no sense of the
past and no identity with which they can associate themselves of their careers.

So there it is. An undistinguished life. Yet, the beauty of Stoner is that there is beauty. It is full of
mundane, everyday happenings. Office politics. A cold marriage. An unsuccessful publication. A few
flames of happiness tamped out by those around him. It is story that could be about the dissatisfaction

of life. In fact, in another passage, Stoner’s temperament is described perfectly by a college friend, who
also makes a kind of prophecy:
Who are you? A simple son of the soil, as you pretend to yourself? Oh, no. You, too, are
among the infirm—you are the dreamer, the madman in a madder world, our own
Midwestern Don Quijote without his Sancho, gamboling under the blue sky. You’re
bright enough…but you have the taint, the old infirmity. You think there’s something
here, something to find. Well, in the world you’d learn soon enough. You, too, are cut
out for failure; not that you’d fight the world. You’d let it chew you up and spit you
out, and you’d lie there wondering what was wrong. Because you’d always expect the
world to be something it wasn’t, something it had no wish to be. The weevil in the
cotton, the worm in the beanstalk, the borer in the corn. You couldn’t face them, and
you couldn’t fight them; because you’re too weak, and you’re too strong. And you have
no place to go in the world.

Yet the story reveals within all this gloom beautiful moments that poke through as if in defiance.
Small rebellious acts of happiness. These moments happen between people—I found the most moving
the period when Stoner sets up his home office where his young daughter regularly sits with him, the
two reading silently—and in the elegance of Williams’ prose: “Even at midmorning the branches of the
dogwood trees glistened with hoarfrost, and the black vines that trailed up the great columns before
Jesse Hall were rimmed with iridescent crystals that winked against the grayness.”
A New Yorker review articulates it perfectly in this description: “It is so essentially about the
dissonance between life as seen—shabby and ignominious, a joke or waste—and life as experienced,
shot through with shafts of love and meaning.” It is also about life as told, particularly in literature, and
an intentional resistance to that tendency. Stoner is a book that mimics real life consciously and finds
grace within it. Both Stoner the man and Stoner the book refuse to go big. There are no grand gestures,
yet there is victory to be had.
Stoner’s whole life has been an act of devotion to that which he loves. Stoner’s quiet academic
pursuits are perhaps small, perhaps not the most exciting pitch line for a novel, but are representative of
what we all seek in life. Not an absolute victory, but a calling to which we can devote ourselves
wholeheartedly, with love and immersion.
Stoner has, perhaps without realizing it, escaped his fate. “Though he seldom thought of his
early years on the Booneville farm, there was always near his consciousness the blood knowledge of his
inheritance, given him by his forefathers whose lives were obscure and hard and stoical and whose
common ethic was to present to an oppressive world faces that were expressionless and hard and
bleak.”
It’s hard to describe why or how much I love this book, but I would put it on my list of favorites.
The writing is fantastic, the insight into human nature so sharp, and Stoner so likable in his yeoman ethic
and stoicism. Stoner sat on my shelf for several years and might have continued to do so were it not for
my friend Sarah including it on her 2017 book list with high praise. So thank you, Sarah!
The Second Machine Age: Work, Progress and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant Technologies by Erik
Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee
According to Brynjolfsson and McAfee, the first machine age—also known as the Industrial Revolution—
started with the invention of the steam engine. The ability to reliably generate high levels of power
caused rapid growth in efficiency and an explosion in related innovation. In terms of human
development, the first machine age supercharged human progress on par with the domestication of
animals and the printing press. It sparked revolutions in manufacturing, commerce, infrastructure,
geopolitics, the makeup of our communities, our health and our environment. It ushered in new types of
jobs and made others obsolete. In short, the first machine age changed pretty much everything.
Now we find ourselves at the front end of the second machine age, where computers and
everything they bring—network technology, mobile technology, decentralized media, automation and

AI, data collection and analysis—are creating exponential changes that will again revolutionize
everything.
Brynjolfsson is the director of the MIT Center for Digital Business and McAfee is a research
scientist at MIT. Both have written extensively on the impact of rapid technological development on our
economy and society. Here, their main thesis is that technological innovation brings both
increased bounty and increased spread.
Bounty is the abundance of goods and material wealth generated by innovation. It’s a good thing.
Spread, however, is the widening inequality also caused by rapid innovation. Although society tends to
benefit as a whole from innovation, that wealth is not evenly distributed. The owners of the innovations
can see exponential gains while the actual labor market is disrupted and many workers are displaced.
Whether it’s factory workers being replaced by machines or travel agents being replaced by websites,
the rich get richer and those doing the work are out of luck.
In a “fair” economy, where innovation benefits everyone, we would expect to see a standard bell
curve distribution of wealth, with long tails on both sides. Instead, what we see is a developing power
law distribution, where the average income rises more rapidly than the median. In other words, the
curve is fat at the low end with a very long tail on the high end. There are more super-wealthy, and the
majority of the population sees relatively little lift. Reflected in a recent headline, the wealthiest 1% of
Americans now own 40% of the country’s wealth, the largest amount of any time in the past 50 years.
This wealth distribution is common in developing nations.
There are moral implications to this. Franklin Roosevelt said, ““The test of our progress is not if
we add more to the abundance of those who have much. It is whether we provide enough for those
who have little.”
But beyond the moral argument, severe inequality of opportunity has several growth-stunting
effects. First, it is destabilizing. It is rare, if nonexistent, that societies of abundance and widespread
opportunity find themselves in states of violent political revolution. Extreme economic inequality is
politically destabilizing, and we currently see the growing strands of populism on both the political right
and left, in the U.S. as well as globally.
But the authors make a more insightful point: maximizing our full potential for
innovation requiresthat opportunity be widespread. If we fail to deliver on our promise of ubiquitous
opportunity and quality education for all, we shrink the pool of potential innovators. We need a full
spectrum of thinkers, regardless of their backgrounds or economic circumstances. Said another way, the
next Einstein may be a kid from the projects in Baltimore, but if that kid can’t get a good education, we
lose that mind. Society as a whole loses. “We waste our innovative potential if we do not provide a level
playing field for all.”
We see the American education system slipping as we deprioritize it. Our ability to lead the
world in technological innovation will follow.
Another obvious impact of innovation is disruption of the job markets. Here again, education
will play a major role. We have to educate to the future, accepting that computers will replace many of
today’s jobs but create new types of jobs in the process. A “computer” was once a human job
description—until we realized that machines could do computations better. Multiples better. And as
computers improve by Moore’s Law (which postulates an exponential curve to the speed, capacity and
decreasing cost of computers), there’s no chance that people will be able to catch up in tasks for which
computers are better suited. Ken Jennings vs IBM Watson on Jeopardy or Gary Kasparov vs Deep Blue at
chess are just the modern version of John Henry vs the steam hammer. Humans always lose these
contests.
That said, computers are still not suited for many tasks. Pattern recognition, creativity and the
most complicated forms of communication are all good bets. As is technological innovation itself. At the
end of the book, the authors include a playbook, agreed upon by most economists (left, right and
center), for life beyond the second machine age. It includes re-investing in our education system,
incentivizing startups, supporting research grants in science and stimulating private sector investment,
among others.

This book is about an important topic. It includes some star-gazing at the marvels of our time
(e.g. it’s estimated that there are now more photos taken every two minutes than in the whole
19th Century), some predictions about the future á la Ray Kurzweil and Yuval Harari, but it also has a very
practical side. Not just the marvels and the implications, but a roadmap for the future. For anyone
concerned about technology’s future impact on the economy, this is a great primer.
Educated: A Memoir by Tara Westover
Westover didn’t know her birthday. Nobody in her family could tell her for sure. There was no birth
certificate. Her survivalist family, in rural Idaho, wasn’t much for formalities. They were fundamentalist
Mormons with radical spiritual and political beliefs—complete faith in a backward god and irrational
suspicion of formal institutions. What started as a run-of-the-mill paranoia and belief in conspiracy
theories evolved to extremist positions with Ruby Ridge, the bungled FBI raid of a neighbor’s home
(Ruby Ridge would also plant the seed for the Branch Davidian standoff in Waco years later).
For Westover, it meant her already reclusive family would withdraw from society even more.
Her father and brother were mentally and physically abusive, sometimes shockingly violent. Her father,
who owned a scrap heap, also put the kids in dangerous situations with no seeming regard for their
physical safety. They were often severely injured. Her mother, a mid-wife and herbalist, offered only
quack medicine when the inevitable accidents did happen.
From the outside, it’s easy to see the madness of this situation and wonder why Westover didn’t
just leave. In reality, the abuse, religious fanaticism and isolation compounded to create a family-sized
cult. For most of her life, the gravitational pull was too strong. Until, despite her lack of formal
education, she managed to get into BYU. There, she had some caring faculty who saw both the damage
and the potential in this girl who hadn’t heard of the Holocaust until she stepped into a college
classroom. After BYU, she was accepted into a fellowship program at Cambridge, where she eventually
earned her PhD. A remarkable testament to her grit and fortitude.
This book has a kind of “The Shocking Story of…” tabloid appeal that made me a little
uncomfortable, but Westover is clearly intelligent, so there’s a thoughtfulness as she reflects on her
story. She let us in as she confronts a lot of what is still relatively raw.
There is a lesson in here about how much a product of environment we are, no matter how
screwy that environment is. For most of her life, Westover was trapped in a bizarre world, but it was the
only world she knew. Getting out took incredible courage. That feat alone makes this worth the read.
And for others in abusive relationships of any kind, Westover’s story of escape is one that could provide
hope.
The Golden Compass by Philip Pullman
The Golden Compass is the first of Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials fantasy series. Though it’s often
compared to Harry Potter, The Golden Compass has more symbolic depth. And though the main
characters are children, it’s also pretty dark for young readers.
The story centers around Lyra Belacqua, a cunning orphan girl who is recruited to fight in a war
between good and evil. Creatures called “gobblers” have been kidnapping children and taking them
north where they are subjects of terrible experiments (in the same way Tolkien pulled much of the Lord
of the Rings imagery from his experience in WWI, the forces of evil here seem clearly inspired by Nazi
tactics). Lyra and her companions head toward the Arctic to rescue the children, along the way
encountering all the things you’d expect from a fantasy novel that follows a fairly typical hero’s journey.
Still, the characters along the way and the mythology of this world are wholly engrossing and
entertaining. Lyra’s quick wit (she’s also known as Lyra Silvertongue, as she can talk her way in or out of
almost anything) is instantly likable, as are many of the other characters. But the show is stolen by
memorable Iorek Byrnison, a panserbjørn, which is a species of giant, intelligent, armored polar bear
warriors. When we meet Iorek, he is working for people who tricked him, stole his armor and now pay

him in alcohol for manual labor. “I mend broken machinery and articles of iron. I lift heavy objects,”
Iorek says, a terrible fate for a majestic creature. On top of that, we learn that Iorek is also a king in
exile—another familiar fantasy trope.
Despite some of these familiar-feeling constructs, the world of The Golden Compass is
enthralling. It has been called a response to C.S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia. Lewis’s writing was
heavily influenced by Christian theology. In The Golden Compass, the world is run by a theocracy
attempting to root out heretics. Scientific inquiry is suppressed, hidden behind a curtain of dogma.
But throughout the novel, we’re introduced to a world that had its own supernatural mythology.
All humans have dæmons—animal familiars that exist outside of their bodies and act as a kind of
conscience, compulsion, intuition or guardian angel, depending on the circumstance. As a manifestation
of the spirit, the dæmon is a vehicle for some poetic, if not subtle, symbolism. The dæmons of children
shape-shift depending on their mood or circumstance. But during adolescence, dæmons “settle” into a
consistent animal, a fact that Lyra finds almost offensive. Still, the dæmon always has a mind of its own,
and as Lyra experiences, it can be very painful when the dæmon pulls in a direction different from the
person’s present course.
The Golden Compass is unique, inventive, fascinating. It’s about growing up, about the loss of
innocence, but also about the nature of truth and the politics of power.
I’ve seen it on several “great novels” list, but not being a big fantasy reader was skeptical that I’d
enjoy it as much as I did. I read it on the recommendation of David Plotz from the Slate Political Gabfest.
Over the years, I’ve followed many of his recommendations and have rarely been led astray. Chalk up
another one. I don’t know if I’ll read the whole series (I only read the first Harry Potter as well), but this
book was great as a standalone novel.
Hidden Figures by Margot Lee Shetterly
This is the story, made popular by 2016 film, of the group of African-American computers who helped
make the early days of space exploration possible in the 1960s. Back then, a computer was a job, not a
machine. Computers were responsible for the complex mathematical calculations required to put a
person into space. It was one of the few technical roles open to women at NASA.
As the title suggests, the three main women in the book—Mary Jackson, Katherine Johnson and
Dorothy Vaughan—were uncelebrated heroes until recently. Not only did they make critical
contributions to the space program behind the scenes, they did so in the face of layers of prejudice.
Women faced sexism, particularly in a scientific field like aeronautics, and there was blatant
institutionalized racism. The women had to walk to another building to use the “colored” restrooms.
When they came to the cafeteria, there was a “colored” table (though after they stole the sign for the
table enough times, it stopped appearing). Yet they carried on doing their job and doing it well, proving
that mathematics doesn’t care about one’s race or gender. Math is about doing the correct calculations,
period.
This is an enjoyable read, and these women are indeed heroes who should be celebrated for
their contributions to the space program and their steadfastness in the face of racism and sexism. The
only thing that bothered me was that it felt a little quaint, like this was a friendly aw-shucks version of
casual racism, something deserving of a head shake and a “can you believe it was like that?” rather than
vehement rejection. The women were calm and perseverant because it was the only way to keep their
jobs, but the injustices deserved a bigger, angrier reaction.

Nixonland: The Rise of a President and the Fracturing of America by Rick Perlstein
The Nixon years read like the lyrics to Billy Joel’s “We Didn’t Start the Fire.” Viet Nam. Black Panthers.
Counter-culture. Revolution. Kent State. Jane Fonda. Timothy Leary. Chicago Seven. Burning flags.
Burning bras. Burning buildings. Burning protesters. Bombings. Watergate. Lies, lies lies.
Black Panther Fred Hampton was executed in his bed by Chicago police. The FBI assisted. George
Winne Jr., a 23-year-old UC San Diego student, lit himself on fire in protest of the war. Across the
Midwest, a dozen campus ROTC buildings were burned to the ground. A lefty college professor was
beaten nearly to death in his office by an angry right-winger.
In New York, construction workers assaulted protesters, then forced City Hall officials to raise
the American flag, flying at half-mast for the four killed in the Kent State massacre.
In 1971, 13% of American university students identified themselves as “revolutionary” or
“radically dissident.” When a survey asked students at the most distinguished universities to list men
they admired, the three presidential candidates came in behind Che Guevara.
West Virginia passed a law declaring anyone who disobeyed an order of any cop, or any
bystander deputized on the spot by a cop, as a “rioter.” They simultaneously passed a law declaring cops
guilt-free in any rioter’s death.
Checking the Nixon years is a dose of healthy perspective to anyone who thinks we’re in an
unprecedented era of political insanity. Today is an eerie echo of the Nixon years, and in many ways
Nixon set the table for today’s divisiveness.
“The second half of the twentieth century will be known as the age of Nixon,” Bob Dole said at
Nixon’s memorial. Perlstein agrees: “In a sense he surely did not intend, I think Bob Dole was correct.
What Richard Nixon left behind was the very terms of our national self-image, a notion that there are
two kinds of Americans.” These two kinds of Americans are forced by our binary political system into
two distinct tribes. They each have very different ideas of what it means to be American, each convinced
that they are right and justified and the other is evil and stupid. What is America? Who should be an
American? These are fundamental disagreements. Two sides, long at odds but, since the Nixon years,
increasingly at war.
Vietnam fractured America. Richard Nixon was the rat that took up residence in the fissure. He
and his team eschewed the typical political strategy of consensus-building. They saw opportunity in the
polarization and made divisiveness a strategy.
Nixon introduced the idea of the “elite media” and was more openly critical of the press than
any previous president. He undercut the credibility of the news. People could start to believe whatever
suited their political disposition. Yet Nixon was obsessed with the press’s portrayal of him. He spent
hours alone every day, brooding, fuming over the news coverage, angered they wouldn’t pick up the line
that he worked 20-hour days, wouldn’t run stories that, ironically, stated he was a man who “cared
nothing of public relations.” Nixon, I was amused to learn, made absurd claims about crowd size at his
events.
He played to the economic divide and the cultural divide, stoking the anger of middle-America
whites who felt left behind. “Negroes at least had a lobby. Blue collar whites feel like a forgotten
people,” one journalist wrote.
And then the downfall. Watergate and all the deception surrounding it. The denials, the slippery
dodges, dancing on lies until the dance floor disappeared. Americans mistrust their government because
the government showed it could not be trusted. Nixon should have gone to jail for what he did to this
country. His crimes changed us, made us a weaker nation. Made us a cynical nation. Made us a divided
nation.
This book is long, but it is enlightening and, at times, even entertaining. If you look at our
current situation and wonder how the hell we got to here, a pairing of Nixonland and the Ken
Burns/Lynn Novik documentary The Vietnam War hold many of the answers. Our current President is as
toxic to the well-being of America as any in history, but we can thank Nixon for the playbook.

A Field Guide to Getting Lost by Rebecca Solnit
“You could probably call her an intellectual nomad,” Josh Lacey wrote in Guardian UK of Rebecca Solnit.
This intellectual wandering, searching, is maybe the thing that most ties Solnit’s writing together. There
are common themes of nature, politics, social justice, memoir, but it’s the ease with which she slides
from one topic to the next and stitches together provocative tapestries that makes her writing unique.
She recalls a quote given to her once, from Plato’s Meno, in which the paradox is laid out: “How
will you go about finding that thing, the nature of which is totally unknown to you?” We all search for
the truth that will transform us, but none of know the nature of that transformation nor how it will
transform us. So then, how can we look? We can wander. We can get lost.
In The Hero With a Thousand Face, Joseph Campbell outlines the archetypical story—The Hero’s
Journey. Most of the epics, from Star Wars to The Odyssey follow it. The central required element is that
the hero must get lost to find him or herself. It’s also a near-universal theme in religions and cultural
rites of passage around the world to spend time lost in the wilderness and emerge changed on the other
side.
Yet, Solnit laments, we have constructed a world meant to keep us safe and on track. Guardrails
and signposts, well-marked trails and GPS, medication and distraction, routine and regimented
schedules that keep us from that dreaded place—lost. “Lost,” Solnit points out, has roots in the Old
Norse los, which referred to the disbandment of an army. Much of our modern world is built to keep us
in formation. To keep us from going beyond what we know. “Advertising, alarmist news, technology,
excessive busyness and the design of public and private space conspire to make it so.”
Our place in the world and our sense of community is wound so tightly with our identity that the
notion of detaching from it, even for a short time, can be terrifying. Lost challenges our very identity,
can represent a destruction of self. It can lead to despair, to depression, to death. And yet it is necessary
for transformation, for growth, for self-discovery.
The theme of getting lost in this collection of essays takes many forms. It applies as much to “all
the metaphysical and metaphorical states of being lost as to blundering around in the backcountry.”
Solnit examines many of artists and writers who have covered the topic. She writes of the color blue, the
color of the distance we long for but will never reach. She writes of early cartography, of literal terra
incognita, of historical figures who were lost, some found again. And she writes of her own life and
travels, dreams, memories and relationships.
This book feels like walking through a wilderness of thought, albeit with a guide. A guide who,
though you may sense is not following a set course, just wandering, you have confidence will lead you
somewhere interesting. I am slowly making my way through Solnit’s Storming the Gates of Paradise and
plan to read Wanderlust soon. I have a mild brain crush on her.
In the Valley of the Sun by Andy Davidson
I know what made me want to read this book—it was a review that compared it to Cormac McCarthy.
I’m too easy. This was more like Jim Thompson meets Anne Rice. Texas noir with vampires. A drifter
cowboy haunted by memories of Viet Nam is haunted by the female vampire who turned him into a
bloodsucker years ago. He does what he can to resist the temptation, but the hunger is strong, etc. etc.
The violence is sometimes McCarthy-esque, but the writing isn’t as strong as McCarthy (or Jim
Thompson, for that matter). It’s uneven, at its best moments genuinely suspenseful, its worst moments
a bloody mess of pulpy violence, like the worst of True Blood. The premise sounded interesting, but to
be fair I’m not sure I’ve ever really enjoyed a vampire book, Anne Rice included. This book has four stars
on Amazon, so maybe it’s just not my thing.

The Secret History of Twin Peaks by Mark Frost
The pilot of Twin Peaks aired on ABC on April 8, 1990. I didn’t discover it until I was in college a few
years later. With a curriculum loaded with film classes, I became a frequent patron of That’s
Rentertainment, the video store in Urbana, Illinois. They had Twin Peaks seasons 1 and 2 on VHS. I
rented them one at a time and fell in love with the art of David Lynch and the oddball characters and
obtuse storylines of the small fictional town in rural Washington.
Twin Peaks is without a doubt the strangest thing to ever grace network television. It is my
favorite TV show (followed by Northern Exposure, 1990’s other quirky small-town drama and True
Detective, HBO’s 2014 hit that owed much to Twin Peaks). It is a strange cross-genre blend, a whodunit
mystery meets horror meets comedy meets sci-fi wrapped in soap opera pastiche, directed by an artist
with a penchant for surrealism.
Last year, after a few head fakes, Showtime released Twin Peaks: The Return, picking up 25
years after the end of season 2. Perhaps scarred by the various Star Wars returns, I hesitated to watch
the reboot. But when I did get around to it, the eighteen new episodes blew me away again. Stunning,
confounding, terrifying, surprising, delightful, magical, at times hilarious, frustrating and weird. It had a
language of its own, more similar to Lynch’s later works like Mulholland Drive and Inland Empire, but
with most of the original cast.
After finishing The Return, I went back and started the original series again, accompanied by
books, podcasts, blogs and a subscription to the Blue Rose, the Twin Peaks fanzine.
The Secret History of Twin Peaks was written by Mark Frost, the show’s co-creator, and released
before The Return, but it places the Twin Peaks universe into the vast chronology of American history.
It’s epistolary—letters, documents, journals and articles collected into an annotated dossier that
connects the town to unlikely historical figures and events like Lewis and Clark, Thomas Jefferson, the
Freemasons, the UFO crash at Roswell, Aleister Crowley, Vietnam, Richard Nixon and others.
For Twin Peaks fans, it’s a fun expansion of the Twin Peaks mythology and a deeper look into
some of the characters. Serious fans will notice a few errors—plot points that contradict elements of the
show (whether or not these “errors” were intentional is a debate in and of itself), but for the most part
the book is a seamless addendum and a good primer for The Return. It also fills out some of many of the
characters, adds backstories and tangents that aren’t necessary but are usually interesting and/or
amusing. The writing is fun, and the central mystery of the identity of the dossier’s compiler ties nicely
into The Return.
On the whole, a fun read and welcome addition to the mythos.

The Secret Diary of Laura Palmer by Jennifer Lynch
Jennifer Lynch, daughter of Twin Peaks creator David Lynch, wrote this diary as backstory to Laura
Palmer, the famous body wrapped in plastic that kicks off the Twin Peaks series. It was released
between seasons 1 and 2, but is actually closer companion to Fire Walk With Me, the film created after
the original series about the week leading up to Laura’s murder. While it’s unclear how much David
Lynch consulted this book as he created the film, Sheryl Lee, who plays Laura Palmer, has said in
interviews that this book was invaluable.
This book, like Fire Walk With Me, is really only for Twin Peaks fans. I read it after having seen
the series, so it served more to round out some of the characters than answer any mysteries, but a
careful reading might lead a reader to conclude who killed Laura and, importantly the identity of BOB.
I was surprised at the quality of the writing. It captures the voice of a young girl—one who ages
from 12 to 17 over the course of the book—and feels authentic without feeling teeny-bopper. And the
juxtaposition of the young voice with the dark material underscores how tragic the story is. As heavy as
the tv series was, it was restricted to what could be shown on network television. Fire Walk With Me
delved into a much seedier, graphic representation of Twin Peaks. Likewise, this book is graphic at parts,
so much so that some bookstores refused to carry it when it was released. Despite this, and a testament
to the popularity of the show, the book reached #4 on The New York Times paperback fiction bestseller
list in 1990.
Not a necessary read to “get” Twin Peaks, but a solid expansion of the story.
Diane: The Twin Peaks Tapes of Agent Cooper by Scott Frost, performed by Kyle MacLachlin
This is a completely unnecessary but wholly enjoyable companion to the Twin Peaks original series. In
one of the many iconic elements of the show, Agent Cooper (Kyle MacLachlin) dictates notes into a small
tape recorder, each recording addressed to “Diane.” It added some comedy, but was also a clever device
that allowed Cooper to think out loud for the viewer. Diane’s identity was never clear. Was she a fellow
agent? An assistant? A wife? A quirky figment of Cooper’s imagination? Had he named his tape recorder
Diane? It wouldn’t be until Twin Peaks: The Return, 25 years later, that we would get the answer.
Here, though, it doesn’t matter. This is just a collection of Cooper’s random musings on the case,
coffee, life, the town, the trees, the Dalai Lama. Some are taken directly from the show, but most are
new. They provide side commentary to the scenes from the show, but none of the information is
necessary. It’s mostly just for the fun of spending more time with one of the best characters from
television, listening to Cooper dryly observe that Albert, the jerk of a forensic examiner, has endeared
himself to the people of the town with his usual charm (Albert had just been punched in the eye by the
town sheriff). Or his quip after being shot. He's told by the doctor that he'll make a full recovery and
should be able to “live a full and normal life, which would be a new experience in and of itself.”
A great listen, well-scripted by Scott Frost and perfectly performed by Kyle MacLachlin, for
which he earned a Grammy nomination.
Twin Peaks: The Final Dossier by Mark Frost
This is the partner book to Mark Frost’s The Secret History of Twin Peaks. The Secret History
created a sprawling backstory to many of the town’s mysteries and characters and gave fans a primer
before Showtime’s release of Twin Peaks: The Return (2017’s “season 3”). This much slimmer book puts
a bow on it all. Meant to be read after viewing The Return, it answers some of the biggest mysteries of
the third season, gives us an epilogue to a few characters and generally confirms which of the thousands
of fan theories are on the mark.
It’s nice to get more of the world and spend time with the cast. Donna (and the Haywards),
Annie, Shelly, the Horns, Windom Earle, Garland Briggs, Phillip Jeffries all have chapters. Cooper is, of
course, a major presence. And the stories run the gamut we’ve come to expect from Twin Peaks—at
times funny, scary, weird, touching, dark and mysterious.

But the thing that makes Twin Peaks wonderful is that it is a ball of mysteries. Theories serve as
decoder rings that lead to broad understandings of how the Twin Peak world works, but depending on
the ring (pun intended), the interpretations can vary wildly. Thus, a book of answers strips away the very
thing that makes the series amazing—it’s not just a mystery for Cooper and Cole and the other
investigators, it’s a mystery for us. The show left us with possibly more questions than answers, and
many viewers find that frustrating. But that is Twin Peaks. An enigma that gets more mysterious the
deeper you go. This book resolves too many of those mysteries.
The worst interpretation is that it is pure fan service—that Frost was reading the fan theories
during the airing of the show and picking the ones he liked best. This book feels like that at times. A
more favorable interpretation is that this book is meant for the fans who are both die-hard and are
unsatisfied with not knowing the answers. I guess I’m the former but not the latter.
There are a few continuity mistakes—mostly minor, some major—throughout the book. Some
fans have written them off as confirmation that there are indeed multiple timelines, multiple realities, at
play. But they come off as mistakes, not clues. Additionally, although the overall design—by Headcase
Design—is the same as The Secret History and is beautiful overall, the content itself is relatively text
heavy, without the visual ephemera that helped bring the first book to life. It feels a little lazier (or
cheaper) in that regard.
I didn’t hate this book, I just wish Frost hadn’t pulled back the curtain quite so much.
The Essential Wrapped in Plastic by John Thorne
Wrapped In Plastic was the authoritative (if not official) fanzine of Twin Peaks for thirteen years during
and after the show and the follow-up movie, Fire Walk With Me. Here, Thorne, one of the co-editors,
reworks and reorganizes some of the zine’s most important content.
The anchor of this book is an episode guide that includes a synopsis, analysis, cast and crew
interviews, and deleted scenes for each of the original 29 episodes. It’s a great companion to the show,
particularly if you’re re-watching and reading along episode by episode, as I was. Thorne focuses on the
more important episodes, but gives adequate and fair treatment to some of the infamously bad Season
2 episodes as well, often noting with levity how terrible some of the moments are.
The most interesting essay is Thorne’s “Half the Man He Used to Be: Dale Cooper and the Red
Room,” an in-depth analysis of the convoluted series finale. To the casual viewer, Episode 29 contains a
long, confusing sequence of Cooper running back and forth in the Red Room, encountering bizarre,
dreamlike images. It’s easy to write it off as just “Lynch being Lynch,” a montage of strange imagery that
eventually ends with Cooper being chased by a second Cooper.
But as Thorne breaks this scene down shot by shot, he reveals that the narrative is actually very
precise and coherent. It clearly shows the division of Agent Cooper into two halves, caused by his failing
to face the Red Room with full courage. Understanding this moment is critical, as it sets up the basis for
the entire of the third season.
Of the essays on Fire Walk With Me, two stand out. “Dreams of Deer Meadow” lays out a fairly
convincing theory that the long Deer Meadow prologue in FWWM is actually a dream of Dale Cooper,
therefore making the case that Cooper is not the minor character people often assume him to be in the
movie. And “The Realization of Laura Palmer” posits that the film recasts Laura from victim to hero,
elevating her from the ghostly presence of the show and making her an actual protagonist—an
ultimately successful one. Both are fascinating reads.
Like the other books from my recent Twin Peaks obsession, this is a deep cut, only of interest
fanatics. But it holds some of the best material to help unravel the mysteries of the show. And although
it doesn’t address Twin Peaks: The Return, it’s a must-read for anyone trying to find their way through
that labyrinth.

The Weird and the Eerie by Mark Fisher
I picked this book as part of my dive into the dark world of David Lynch for a particular essay: “Curtains
and Holes: David Lynch.” But overall, the book is a very interesting—if sometimes academic—
examination of various elements and structures in horror and suspense film and literature. Specifically,
Fisher breaks down why certain varieties of the strange, namely the weird and the eerie, can be so
unsettling for an audience, even when the audience is well aware that the art is fiction.
Fisher defines the weird as that which does not belong: a thing that does not belong in this
world or two things that do not belong together. A monster prowls the woods. A robot lives among us.
An animal talks. A dead soul haunts a home. A girl can start a fire with her mind. A clown in a circus is
not weird; a clown in your closet it weird (and terrifying).
The weird juxtaposes our “normal” world with something that does not belong there under
“normal” circumstances. It challenges our fundamental beliefs about the world in which we live by
acutely breaking one of the rules. By doing so, it proves to us that one of our fundamental
presuppositions (e.g. monsters do not exist) is not true. The weird thereby questions our entire belief
system. If this weird thing is possible, what else that we thought to be true could be wrong? What other
rules might not hold?
The eerie, on the other hand, is defined by absence. A complete absence of sound is eerie. A city
with no people. Ancient ruins. These things are unsettling because we feel there should be something
there, and the absence of that thing requires an explanation. The understanding we crave isn’t “why is
this unexpected thing here?” (weird), it’s “why isn’t the expected thing here?”
Fisher examines these themes through the work of various artists: H.P. Lovecraft, H.G. Wells,
Margaret Atwood, David Lynch, Stanley Kubrick, Christopher Nolan and others. The disjointedness of the
weird and eerie are, in slightly different contexts, the same tension that can resolve with humor. The
fish-out-of-water story is just the weird to different effect—Mork from Ork vs the Predator. But either
way, understanding these constructs is very helpful for storytelling, not just analysis.
As for why I came to the book in the first place, the section on David Lynch’s work is really
interesting. To me, Lynch’s films, which often involve an intersection of worlds, have an architectural
structure to them. In “Curtains and Holes,” Fisher examines the doors that link Lynch’s worlds in his
stories, where characters slip through to parallel realities. Fisher focuses on Mulholland Drive and Inland
Empire, but the same is true of Twin Peaks, perhaps Lynch’s most famous use of curtains to symbolize a
pass-through point.
This short essay was insightful, but the entire book is worth the read if you are in any way trying
to understand or construct stories.
I’ll Be Gone In the Dark: One Woman’s Obsessive Search For the Golden State Killer by Michelle
McNamara
Between 1976 and 1986, Californians were haunted by a serial rapist known as the East Area Rapist and
a serial killer known as the Original Night Stalker. Nobody knew that the two were the same man until
they were linked by DNA evidence in 2001. On her blog, True Crime Diary, McNamara dubbed him The
Golden State Killer and the name stuck.
The Golden State Killer’s crimes were terrifying in their randomness, shocking in their
brazenness. He usually broke into homes and attacked victims in their beds at night. Sometimes he tied
them up, usually held them at knife- or gunpoint.
At the height of his crime spree, bars went up on doors and windows around otherwise
peaceful, safe neighborhoods throughout Sacramento and the East Bay. Orders for backyard floodlights
at one retailer went from ten to 600 a month. It became commonplace for neighborhoods to be
patrolled by volunteers on vigilante watch in the night. During one 24-hour period in 1977, the
Sacramento sheriff’s department received 6,169 calls, almost all of them concerning him.
This book is about the Golden State Killer, but it’s as much about McNamara’s obsession with
him. An amateur investigator and true crime blogger, McNamara traded clues and theories about mostly

unsolved crimes and cold cases with other amateur sleuths. She became particularly obsessed with the
Golden State Killer. She visited scenes of the crimes, interviewed those involved, poured through
evidence. She put herself in the shoes of the victims, in the mind of the killer.
In the most chilling section, she composed a letter to the killer, capturing his elusive, ghost-like
nature. It begins…
You were your approach: the thump against the fence, a temperature dip
from a jimmied open patio door, the odor of aftershave permeating a
bedroom at 3am, a blade at the base of the neck. Don’t move, or I’ll kill you.

In 2016, before she was able to finish this book, McNamara died in her sleep. The book was
pulled together, some chapters from notes, others from fragments, leaving a book that is disjointed,
incomplete, but no less powerful. The broken flow reads like a dossier. Clues pulled together from
different sources, not quite complete, like reflections in a fractured mirror.
In April of this year, based on DNA evidence from ancestry websites, police charged a 72-yearold Navy vet and former police officer Joseph James DeAngelo Jr. with the Golden State murders,
shedding light on the ghost McNamara had been chasing. It’s a shame she did not live to see it, but it
takes nothing away from the book. If nothing else, the arrest brings closure to the story and maybe
helps the rest of us to sleep a little easier.
Zodiac by Robert Graysmith
In 1968, Robert Graysmith was a reporter at the San Francisco Chronicle when the serial killer who called
himself Zodiac came to national attention. In an encrypted letter sent to multiple Bay Area newspapers,
Zodiac claimed responsibility for three recent murders and one more near-murder (he’d eventually
claim he’d killed 37 people, though most were unconfirmed). He demanded that the papers print his
messages on their front pages or he’d kill again.
Graysmith became obsessed with Zodiac. He blurred the line between journalist and criminal
investigator, and he brings us along his winding, frustrating search for the killer, with all its false clues
and dead ends. But there’s also a sense of suspense, moments of palpable danger. We know that
Graysmith made it out alive, but with a couple of the people he interviews, we get the sense that this
person just might be…or is that just Graysmith’s paranoia we’re picking up?
This book is considered a classic of the genre, though it’s not a classically satisfying book. It’s
sometimes slow, in the weeds, and there’s no good ending. The killer was never identified. I didn’t mind
the obtuse plot. I think it’s an interesting character study of Graysmith—good crime stories are often
more about the investigator than the criminal. The writing is solid, the story terrifying. Having lived in
the Bay Area, I knew many of the areas. They are as normal as normal gets, which is why books like this
keep you up at night.
Maybe we’ll learn the truth from DNA evidence someday, the way we did with the Golden State
Killer earlier this year. But as for the scope of this book, the killer remains a mystery.
Calypso by David Sedaris
Sedaris thought his new North Carolina beach house deserved a name, like some of the great estates of
the world. He settled on the “Sea Section.” In this ninth collection of essays from Sedaris, the Sea
Section plays a thematic role and a jumping-off point for many of the essays. In typical Sedaris fashion,
much of his content is about his family, their small and large dramas, their changing relationships, their
need to come together even those they drive each other nuts. But he also writes about many, many
other things: his life as a famous writer, the idiosyncrasies of random people in his life, a particularly
vulgar Romanian curse, feeding a tumor he had removed to a snapping turtle. When his sister suggests

that ghosts can haunt antiques, which is why some people avoid buying vintage clothes, Sedaris asks,
“Doesn’t dry cleaning kill them?” The essays are absurd, hilarious, biting and sardonic.
I don’t know of any other writer who makes me laugh out loud with such frequency. But with
this collection, Sedaris introduces more than a tinge of melancholy. He grapples with his aging father,
with whom he has never fully connected. He considers his own mortality as he’s approaching the age at
which his mother died of cancer. And he wrestles with his guilt over the 2013 suicide of his estranged
sister.
At this stage in his career, he’s beyond just comedy. He has mastered the art of taking his reader
on a surprising emotional journey, following a heavy essay about his sister with one about crapping your
pants on a plane. He can jump from the aforementioned snapping turtle tumor feeding to considering
how much his family means to him.
Like all of his collections, there is much to like in this one. I look forward to the day, twenty or
thirty years from now, when they release the “Best of David Sedaris.” It will be an amazing book, one I
can give to some young person who has never heard of him and say, “You want funny? Get a load of
this.”
The Overstory by Richard Powers
Last year, my family and I moved into a house in a grove of redwoods near Santa Cruz. These
magnificent hundred-foot giants surrounded the house on all sides, reminding us every time we looked
out the window or stepped onto the deck just how small and young we are. But it is also an area that
was heavily logged in the early part of the 20th Century, and around the house are a few tree trunks that
are nearly twelve feet in diameter—trunks we estimated to be almost 2000 years old. Old growth
redwoods until they were cut down, possibly to help rebuild San Francisco after the 1906 earthquake.
The trunks still stand, more than a century later, as scars of human industry.
Around 1900, a fungus was accidentally imported from Asia that caused a blight of the American
chestnut. It took nearly 50 years, but by mid-century, the chestnut had been wiped out as a mature
forest tree. At the beginning of The Overstory, we meet the Hoel family, who have a rare mature
chestnut near their Midwestern family farmhouse. Nicholas Hoel has taken up the family art project of
once a month photographing the house from a nearby hill. In doing so, the Hoels have created a kind of
intergenerational time-lapse flipbook, with that lone chestnut marking the passage of time.
Nicholas is just one of nine main characters whose lives interlock in The Overstory. Another, a
researcher named Patricia Westerford, has published a paper claiming that trees share energy through
their roots and communicate via the chemicals they release (when I read this, I recognized it from a
book a friend had given me as a gift: Peter Wohlleben’s The Hidden Life of Trees). Another character is a
Stanford computer programmer who, inspired by a tree on campus, creates a massively successful
gaming platform. Another, a Viet Nam vet, takes up with a kind of eco-terrorist group inspired by
Edward Abbey’s The Monkey Wrench Gang (I was inspired to read that book because of this one).
It’s a long and complex cast in a book that, in reality, is about trees. The message isn’t subtle—
we are destroying our world. Cutting down the old growth forests, polluting our air and our oceans. Each
character’s narrative arc bends toward environmentalism, eventually intertwining. They are interesting
characters, but they are at the service of the trees.
This isn’t a hopeful novel. Even in the simulated world of the video game platform, humans run
amok and overconsume. The only hopeful note is that nature will heal, long after we are gone—a notion
that reminded of a book I read in 2007, The World Without Us. Which was a cathartic book, even if the
implication was not good for humankind.
This is the thing with Powers—I find that his writing inspires me to make connections and dig
deeper into topics. When I read his Orfeo in 2014, it was music. With The Overstory, I’ve been thinking a
lot about trees, about our time on the planet and about our lasting impact. The occasional criticism of
Powers is that his themes are too intellectual, his stories not imbued with enough humanity, I don’t
mind so much. Here, it’s as if he’s heeding the advice of one of his characters: “The best arguments in

the world won’t change a person’s mind. The only thing that can do that is a good story.” If I’m honest, it
feels like this is either a story slightly over-burdened by an argument, or an argument dressed up as a
story. Still, it’s masterfully written. It’s smart. It’s ambitious. It’s about trees. That’s a pretty good
formula in my mind.
God Save Texas: A Journey into the Soul of the Lone Star State by Lawrence Wright
In 2016, my wife and I quit our jobs in the Bay Area and moved to Austin. A year later, a job pulled us
back to the Bay Area, only to realize that life’s easier in Austin. So we moved back again. As I was driving
across the country with the dog for the third time in a little more than two years, I listened to this love
letter to the land of big, the land of contradictions, the land of Texas.
The first time I’d driven from California, I was stopped by the border patrol and my car was
searched. The border patrol agent warned me that their drug dog smelled something, and if I had pot in
my car—even a little—I should just give it up and not make them unpack everything. “Texas isn’t like
California,” he said. The eight hours that followed, of barreling across the barren but beautiful west
Texas, rolling through tiny towns that seemed right out of The Last Picture Show, marveling at the scale
of the sky and the length of the horizon made me agree with him. Yes, I was headed toward a little blue
dot in the center of that big red state, where the music, art, politics and tech bubble all felt like a miniCalifornia, but Austin was only a small part of the picture.
When I tell people I moved here from California, I often get an exasperated sigh. There is an
independence here that at times can border on protectionism. Even people who moved here as recently
as a few years ago will tell you that it’s being ruined by people like me moving in, particularly from
California. This, too, may be specific to Austin, where the traffic feels especially Californian these days,
but Wright draws the connection as well, placing Texas and California as the two dominant forces in the
future of the U.S., like giants engaged in a tug-of-war. But other than their politics, Texas and California
are similar in many ways: large enough in land and economies to be formidable countries unto
themselves, each with unique cultures and rituals, diverse populations and many complicated challenges
and opportunities in the decades to come. Each is riddled with contradictions.
Here, Wright wades through those contradictions in Texas, celebrating what deserves to be
celebrated, calling out the more problematic aspects of the state, and generally puzzling through the
rest. In it, he touches on history, geography, politics, culture and cultures, natural resources and natural
beauty, the economics and industry. Oil, guns, trucks, country music, wide open spaces, barbecue, beer,
cattle, cowboys, football, religion, politics, snakes, hurricanes, small towns in decline and big cities
ascending. It is all a part of the story.
Wright points out that many of the stereotypes of Texans are true, but most are more
complicated. For example, everyone knows that Texans tend to have an individualistic spirit. It’s a
common belief that Texas is the most likely state to secede from the Union. And while it’s true that one
in four Texans would like to see their state make its own way, this stat holds nationwide, regardless of
which state is being surveyed. Nonetheless, “Texas is at once the most super-American of states, and
the most indigestible.” Texans serve their country in the armed forces and wave the American flag
proudly, but also have a distaste and distrust for the federal government. Texas is the big oil state, but
it’s also the largest producer of wind energy in the country.
Texas is the heart of what Wright calls AM politics—the blustery, loud-mouthed, conspiracytheory-believin’ political quacks like Alex Jones and Rush Limbaugh, who helped give rise to the nihilistic
Tea Partyin’ wing of the GOP. But it also holds some old notions about what politics can be, where
politicians from across the aisle not only work together but sometimes genuinely like each other. “Like
many Texans, I harbor a fondness for the Bush family that has nothing to do with their politics.
Numberless people in the state can testify to their kindness and decency.”
This is a smart book. It is a ramble. It feels like some of my trips across the state, when I’d get
bored of the highway, pull off and take one of the roads that went in the general direction I wanted to
go. It takes a little longer, but it’s worth it. There’s a lot to see. You can feel the stories. And if you’re on

a road, eventually you’re going to get somewhere. Wright is a great storyteller. Must be the Texan in
him.
Relatively Speaking by Ethan Coen, Elaine May and Woody Allen
I try to read at least one stage play per year. As a huge Coen brothers fan, I bought this for Ethan’s play,
Talking Cure. I had never heard of Elaine May, who made her name as a part of the comedy duo Nichols
and May (with Mike Nichols) in the 1950s, then went on to a successful stage and film writing and
production career. And, of course, everyone knows Woody Allen. The trio of plays was produced
together on Broadway in 2011, with John Turturro as the director.
Of the three plays in this collection, I liked May’s—George is Dead—the best. But they all share a
certain sensibility. It’s like a set of fencing exhibitions, where the combatants are razor-tongued family
members, none of them particularly likable as people, but great as characters. A man in therapy, a
wealthy woman who’s just learned that her husband has died and imposes on her housekeeper, and a
man who runs off with his son’s bride. They’re quick setups for even quicker payoffs, and they could be
used in any writing class on creating fantastic dialogue.
My wife saw I was reading something by Woody Allen and asked how I felt about supporting the
work of a pervert. A decent question, to which I didn’t have a great answer, other than noting I bought
the book for the Ethan Coen play.
Farewell My Dudes: 69 Dystopian Haikus by Johnathan Rice
A mashup of modern digital communication and an ancient poetic form, Rice tweeted these three-line
poems in 2016—2017. They’re commentary on politics, pop culture, modern relationships, modern life
in general. And while Rice won’t be up for the poet laureate anytime soon, many of them are
entertaining, some insightful (moderately). Here are a few of my favorites:
Avoiding the Real World
Your problems just called
They know where you are going
And they’ll meet you there
Self Righteous
Saw you took a break
From all social media
Cuz you posted it
Please Stop
If you’re prolific
But most of your shit is wack
You’re punishing us

Before the Fall by Noah Hawley
This novel, by the creator of the TV show Fargo, got some fairly rave reviews. The premise is catchy—18
minutes after takeoff, a private jet carrying two families and a seemingly random artist goes down into
Long Island Sound. The artist and a young boy swim to shore. Everyone else dies. Media circus ensues.
There are moments and characters that are interesting. There are plot turns that are genuinely
suspenseful, ponderings on the nature of fate that are provocative, observations about our
sensationalized media culture that are important. But there are also too many moments that are
contrived for suspense, heavy-handed themes, extraneous character deep dives and an implausibly
villainous, thinly-veiled Bill O’Reilly character that pull this novel to a mediocre middle ground. It feels
too self-serious. It’s a fairly entertaining story, but seems too distracted by its own big themes to live up
to the potential of the initial premise.
Robin by David Itzkoff
I never really took to the comedy style of Robin Williams. It always felt too much like a shtick to me, his
rapid-fire, stream-of-consciousness, stream-of-characters. He had a brilliant comic mind, but his stage
act felt like something from another time and place, an anachronism, like an evolution of vaudeville.
After reading this touching, heart-warming and heart-wrenching biography, I listened to some of
Robin’s live albums. And still, I could appreciate the routines, but didn’t find the laugh-until-it-hurts
connection that millions of fans loved him for.
I instead loved the Robin Williams that appeared in Dead Poets Society and Good Will Hunting.
The warm, friendly source of light that shone on others. In his best moments, this seemed to be what
Robin was like in real life. When he wasn’t drugged up, wasn’t running a million miles a minute. A warm,
caring, generous soul who wanted to be loved by others and often was, who brought light to the lives of
others in small moments.
A friend of mine tells a story of getting a flat while riding his bike through San Francisco near the
Presidio. As he was working to fix it, a gate opened and out came Robin Williams. He offered to help,
this multi-millionaire megastar. Robin Williams, an avid cycler himself, helped my friend get a new tube
on his bike. That’s the Robin Williams I think of.
This book is full of moments like that. Small moments of human connection and kindness. It also
has the struggles—and Robin had many. Drugs, alcohol, depression, relationship issues. Like many
comedians, his stage routine—so big, so over-the-top—was a counterbalance, a compensation for the
other things he lacked, or felt he lacked, in his life. He brought laughs to so many people, but often lived
in the dark loneliness of show business.
Itzkoff does a remarkable job of holding these contradictions in balance and telling a story that
feels bigger than one man’s life can possibly be. I kept getting to parts where Robin would do another
now-classic movie—or even a flop—and think, “Oh yeah, I forgot about that one.” I have a particular
fondness for his turn as Garp, but there was also Awakenings, The Fisher King, Mrs. Doubtfire, Jumanji,
Aladdin. I liked the courage of One Hour Photo. Of course, Good Morning, Vietnam. And Mork before all
of them.
The thing about someone like Robin Williams is that he achieved the classic American dream. He
had the fame and fortune and success. His Wikipedia page notes that he has been called the funniest
person of all time. That’s quite the superlative. But as this biography shows, that didn’t mean it all
worked. It was a struggle for Robin, and he struggled nobly. He wrestled with demons most of his life. To
see that struggle, it elevates him so much in my mind. Beyond a showbiz entertainer to a real joybringer. Not just a comedian of the highest order, but a person of the highest order, warts and all.
His is an uncomfortable story because you want it to be simpler. An uplifting story or a tragic
one, about a good man or a jerk. But it’s so complicated. It doesn’t land easily, and you can sense it in
those who were closest to him. It doesn’t sit right with any of them, and they all talk about the
contradictions, the radiant genius, but if only… It makes you wonder if that’s the price one pays for that
kind of genius.

Robin is a great portrait of a great man. I say that as someone who before would have shrugged
my shoulders and said, “Yeah, I liked Good Will Hunting.” Robin Williams is an American saint. Not for
his talents, but for his heart and his generosity. He could make thousands hurt with laughter or help fix a
bike tire for a stranger.
I think his son, Cody, sums it up well:
“I always wish he had belonged to our family more than he did to the world. But
that’s a selfish notion, I realize. Folks like him don’t just grow on trees. It was only
fair for us to share. Everybody deserves to laugh so hard it hurts. And everybody
deserves his fairy tales.”

Life Itself by Roger Ebert
Roger Ebert was an Illinois boy through and through. He grew up in Urbana, attended the University of
Illinois and gained fame as a film critic in Chicago. Much of the appeal of this book, for me, was the
nostalgia. I spent four years at the University of Illinois, four more in Chicago. Much of my time in
Urbana-Champaign was spent in film classes, so Ebert’s shadow loomed large. I used a thick volume of
his film reviews as a frequent reference, and he would be spotted on campus at least annually at the
film festival he founded.
So when he talks about Lincoln Hall and Gregory Hall, I know the look and smell of those places,
and the feel of the seats of the film theater in the basement of the main library. I saw Beyond the Valley
of the Dolls, which Ebert wrote with Russ Meyer, at the Thunderbird Theater in Urbana. It’s a schlocky,
campy b-movie that partly mimicked, partly mocked the exploitation films of the 60s. I remember
wondering how a nerdy, serious film critic like Ebert could be responsible for such a trashy, insane (but
fun) film. It seemed unlike him.
But there was a sort of rebel—a Midwestern rebel—under that doughy Midwestern exterior.
Ebert was a stringent supporter of civil rights, social justice and free expression. He loved artists who
pushed the boundaries.
This memoir covers his upbringing, his career as a reporter and film critic and occasional
screenwriter, his life among celebrities, his lifelong love of film and quite a few other aspects of his life.
He writes with the panache of an old journalist. He likes to tell stories and paint pictures, describe the
bitter cold of Chicago streets and the changing seasons, the taste of the food and beer.
But Ebert is also funny, particularly at his own expense. He remembers, shortly after moving to
Chicago and getting hired at the Chicago Sun-Times, commenting on a hockey game broadcast where
the teams were scoring like crazy. One of the elder reporters gave him a funny look. “Where you from,
kid?” Urbana. “You ever seen a hockey game?” No. “That’s what I thought, you asshole. Those are the
game highlights.”
In 2002, Ebert was diagnosed with cancer. It required the removal of his thyroid and salivary
glands, later the removal of his jaw. He lost the ability to eat and speak. He talks about not looking in the
mirror for a long time after the surgery, then the despair after several more surgeries failed to improve
his appearance or return his speech.
He writes about how Cormac McCarthy’s Suttree helped revive his love of literature in those
dark days after his surgeries. How he found solace in the main character, a lowlife alcoholic. Ebert didn’t
want to be cheered up; Suttree was someone he could commiserate with, an acknowledgement of the
ugliness of life. He found it comforting.
But he eventually grew to accept his new face. With his typical self-deprecating humor, he
compares his looks to the phantom of the opera, then digresses about which film version he means,
finally just saying he looks “on a timeline, 72% of the way between the way I used to look and that thing
that jumps out of that guy’s intestines in Alien.”
Ebert died in 2013, and the entire film universe celebrated his life. He doesn’t consider his own
importance in this memoir, but it’s hard to understate it. He was the most famous film critic of all time.

I really enjoyed this book. Partly because of the writing, but more because there were so many
things that felt familiar—places, films, books. And Ebert’s fortitude as he reinvented his career after his
surgeries is inspiring. He comes to grips with his appearance and inability to speak, accepts that his life
as a minor television star is over, and returns to his roots as a writer, this time a prolific blogger.
It seems only fitting to rate this book with the simple gesture Ebert made famous: thumbs up.
The Line Becomes A River: Dispatches from the Border by Francisco Cantú
When The Line Becomes a River was published, Francisco Cantú drew ire from both sides of the
immigration debate. He was critical of the U.S.’s border policy, so attracted the expected fire from
immigration hard-liners. But he also drew criticism from the other side, because after studying
immigration law, Cantú had served as a border agent for four years. He’d participated in what some saw
as a brutal, inhumane system, and now he was profiting off his experience.
He tweeted: “During my years as a BP agent, I was complicit in perpetuating institutional
violence and flawed, deadly policy. My book is about acknowledging that, it's about thinking through the
ways we normalize violence and dehumanize migrants as individuals and as a society.”
There are many complicated layers to the border issue. With his unique personal story, Cantú
adds a few more. A third-generation Mexican-American, he grew up in Tucson. As a student of
immigration law, he wanted to gain first-hand experience with the issue. So he joined the border patrol.
His mother, a former park ranger, was not happy about his decision. While Francisco argued that people
don’t join the border patrol to oppress people, they join to serve their country, his mother warned him
that any institution can and will change you. Even the Park Service, a noble institution if there ever was
one, changed her. “If I’m honest, I can see now that I spent my career slowly losing a sense of purpose,
even though I was close to the outdoors, close to the places I loved. You see, the government took my
passion and bent it to its own purpose. I don’t want that for you.”
With the border patrol, the risks are higher because the violence is inherent in the system. Our
border policies unintentionally conspire with the violence of the Mexican drug cartels to create a brutal
machine that destroys thousands of lives annually. Driven away from populous areas by the heavier
patrols, migrants are forced to cross the rugged terrain of the Sonoran desert. Many die. The bones of
immigrants, picked clean and scattered by animals, bleached by the sun, litter the border areas in
southern California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas. Our policy “really serves to weaponized that
landscape,” Cantú said in an interview.
He found bodies on patrol. He found near-dead migrants. He met people who had left their
dead relatives in the desert to be erased from existence. He contemplates this, what it means to be
wiped from the earth with nothing to mark a grave, nothing to mark the passing from this world of a
human soul.
They are, most of them, looking for a better life. They flee poverty and violence, trying to escape
the drug cartels, trying to create a better life for their families. That desire should be a cause of empathy
for Americans. Who wouldn’t risk everything to save their family? But rather than see it as a
humanitarian crisis to be solved, our fear-mongering politicians use it as a wedge issue. They paint
pictures of bands of murderers and rapists coming for us. Despite the facts—statistically, the crime rate
is higher with American citizens than with immigrants—politicians portray immigrants as an existential
threat.
The border issue is complicated. It is about geopolitics and drug policy and trade policy and
poverty and government corruption. There are no easy solutions. But mostly it is about humanity. The
greatest strength of this book is that it makes it so. It puts a human face on the issue. One might think
Cantú is a hypocrite or a traitor for his time with the border patrol, but the story he is telling here is
important even so.
The border issue is not about the immigrants. It’s about us. If we honor the ideals written into
our founding documents and etched into our monuments—not just when it’s politically expedient—we
would be genuinely trying to solve this issue with a humane approach. But instead, our President

describes immigrants with racist, xenophobic language. And while we are distracted with a debate over
an idiotic campaign promise—whether or not we should build a wall—our policy is destroying lives.
We are all complicit in this. Cantú wrote this book before we started separating families and
shipping children back to their countries alone with nobody to receive them. At our political
roundtables, we justify this as ensuring our protection, or because they are not citizens and therefore do
not have rights, but in doing so we are selling our souls. As Francisco’s mother admonishes him, “You
can’t exist in a system for that long without being implicated in it, without absorbing its poison.”
The Order of Time by Carlo Rovelli
This book is about time. Rovelli can take complex scientific concepts and wrap them in simple,
understandable prose. The Order of Time is part science, part history, part philosophy, part poetry.
Rovelli infuses the science of time with the wonder it deserves—wonder that often gets stripped out
when the concepts are translated to formulas and taught in physics class.
He sets some basic premises about the nature of time, most of which are already mind-benders.
Such as: Time is not universal. It passes at different speeds depending on where you are in space. This
is described by Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, but it’s something we mostly take for granted.
With our synchronized clocks, we create the illusion that we are a “platoon advancing at the pace of a
single commander.” But in reality, we experience different “times” based on our position in space and
the speed at which we’re moving. It’s a concept that comes up mostly in science fiction, where extremes
(like traveling at the speed of light) can nearly pause the passage of time, but it’s not fiction.
Another mind-bender is his walkthrough of the question: What makes the past different from
the future? It turns out, not much.
By most fundamental laws of physics, there is no difference between the past and future.
The only fundamental physical equation that seems to be linked to a directional sense of time is
the transfer of heat (the second principle of thermodynamics). Heat can only go one direction, toward
greater entropy. Therefore, at a molecular level, the direction of time is indicated by a move toward
disorder (most people would probably agree the same is true of life in general).
However, our description of the level of entropy is a somewhat flawed, using a statistically
arbitrary “ordered” starting point (e.g. a new pack of cards, in order). But any two states of a deck of
cards—perfectly “ordered” or what we’d consider a completely random sequence—has the same
mathematical chance of existing. Molecules arranged in the form of a specific tree are equally as likely
as molecules arranged in the form of a different specific tree, or in the form of a specific non-tree.
Therefore, entropy—the one equation that seemed to define the flow of time—does not hold as a
descriptor of time.
There is no difference between the past and future. In the “elementary grammar of things,
there is no distinction between cause and effect.” If this concept doesn’t shake your idea about how
things work, I’m not sure anything will.
This book is full of challenging concepts about time. I could hang with the first two sections, but
by the third section, I was feeling a little lost. It reminded me of Michio Kaku’s Hyperspace, which tackles
some of the same issues by describing the ten-dimensional model of our universe. Rovelli’s is a more
poetic take and more focused on time alone. It avoids scientific jargon, and if any of the concepts are
difficult to grasp, it’s not because of the language. It’s because they’re counter to some of our most
fundamental concepts about how our world works.

Capital in the 21st Century by Thomas Piketty
This was another reco from David Plotz on the Slate Political Gabfest. A little tougher to get through
than most of his selections, even as an audiobook. To be expected, I guess, from a 25-hour book on
economics. It’s not boring (relatively—it is a book about economics), it’s just dense. I wish I could find
the article I recently read arguing that it’s good to read things that are over your head.
As the title clearly suggests, this is a book about capital. Wealth. In a sentence, the rich are
getting richer and we should tax them more. The first part is backed by abundant research that leads to
Picketty’s conclusion that capital wealth increases faster than wage-driven growth (expressed by the
author as r > g). Said plainly, if you have money (savings, investments, etc.), it will grow faster than the
typical wages will grow. Which leads to a widening wealth gap, widening inequality, etc.
I’m not an economist, but the concepts in the book are presented simply, in a straightforward
manner. And they make sense. For all kinds of reasons—inheritance, the rising cost of education, the tax
code, corporate pay structures—the rich get richer.
There’s little to dispute in the observation that the wealth gap is widening. Still, it’s hard to fully
comprehend how extreme inequality has become. The world’s richest 1% own more than half the
world’s wealth. Eight of the world’s richest people (six Americans) own more wealth than the half the
globe’s population. Eight people are richer than 3.7 billion. Moral questions aside, there’s ample
evidence to suggest that inequality is politically and, at some point, economically destabilizing. It’s hard
to make an argument that it’s good thing.
That said, there’s plenty to argue about when it comes to solutions. Piketty’s solution is a
dramatically progressive income tax and a modest global tax on capital. I’m not qualified to argue either
way on taxes, but something about Piketty’s solution feels like it’s a remedy for the symptom but not
the cause. At the very least, I’d like to see a proposal for how that tax revenue would be used. What
underlying cause would it help remedy?
My own audacious proposal would start with a Manhattan Project-level investment in
education, including public pre-school, tuition-free college and higher (in the magnitude of 2x) salaries
for public school teachers. Then I think you’re starting to attack the opportunity gap.
The English translation of Capital in the 21st Century (Piketty first published the book in French)
was a surprise hit when it was released in 2014. It drew a heaping of superlatives (as well as a fair
number of critiques) from economists and sold over a million copies. That’s pretty impressive for a brick
of a book on economics. It’s well-written, engaging and provocative. And the audiobook is wellperformed. Maybe not a candidate for a binge-listen, but pretty decent in small doses.
American Nations: A History of the Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America
Like many people, I’ve spent a lot of the past year asking “How did we get here?” To this divided,
polarized world where reality is defined as much by one’s political views than empirical truth. Where a
term like “alternative facts” can be coined and almost any statement can rebutted with The Dude’s
wisdom: “Yeah, well, you know, that's just, like, your opinion, man.”
The titles of popular books suggest a rational apocalypse in America: A re-release of Susan
Jacoby’s The Age of American Unreason in a Culture of Lies (national bestseller), The Death of Truth by
Michiko Kakutani (NYTimes bestseller), The Death of Expertise by Tom Nichols, Kurt Andersen’s
Fantasyland: How America Went Haywire (NYTimes bestseller). These aren’t subtle titles. Is it really that
bad? Are we really more polarized than we have been in the past? Are we on the verge of another Civil
War?
While some of these other books give a historical perspective—notably Andersen’s
Fantasyland—none that I’ve read is as broad as American Nations. Woodard makes a convincing case
that many of our cultural differences can be literally mapped into eleven geographic regions and traced
back to the founding stories of those regions.
To understand this framing, Woodard first distinguishes “nation” from “state.” A state has a
border that has been prescribed by governments—often arbitrary or motivated by political convenience.

A nation, in contrast, is cultural, defined by shared values. While state borders remain fixed (except in
times of war, usually), national borders can shift with economic, social and political movements. To
understand our American debates and disagreements, loyalties and alliances, looking at our states (as
we do with election maps) is less instructive than considering our nations.
Take, for example, the nation of Greater Appalachia:
Greater Appalachia was founded in the early eighteenth century by wave upon wave
of rough, bellicose settlers from the war-ravaged borderlands of Northern Ireland,
northern England, and the Scottish lowlands. Lampooned by writers, journalists,
filmmakers, and television producers as “rednecks,” “hillbillies,” “crackers,” and
“white trash,” these clannish Scots-Irish, Scots, and north English frontiersmen
spread across the highland South and on into the southern tiers of Ohio, Indiana,
and Illinois…

The people of Greater Appalachia have in their cultural DNA a “warrior ethic and a deep
commitment to individual liberty and personal sovereignty” along with an intense “suspicion of
aristocrats and social reformers alike.” It’s not hard to see how these values, then, would inform views
about a candidate who comes from a lineage of politicians and Ivy-league schools, running on a platform
of social change and government-run healthcare.
With each of the eleven regions, Woodard lays out the history of their settlement, the forces
that shaped their ethos. He then charts the path they took over the centuries and how they impacted
(and were impacted by) the seismic events in U.S. history—the Civil War, the Great Migration, the
cultural upheaval of the 1960s, etc.
The delineation of the nations naturally relies on some generalizations, but holds up remarkably
well. It’s fascinating to see when, how and why alliances formed, and instructive to understand how
these cultural roots inform views on modern issues. Immigration, voter rights, education, the role of the
federal government, land rights and views on pretty much every other hot-button issue have deep, deep
roots in who people are and where they come from. Political debates often end with name-calling
because these are cultural, not rational issues. We are not minds engaged in debate—we are nations at
war.
The plot becomes less clear through the latter part of the 19th century, but that’s to be expected
as new media and intergenerational dynamics have more impact on the cultures. And plenty has been
already written charting the cultural tides of the 60’s on.
Still, with the introduction of major media—television, Internet and digital social, in particular—
it’s quite possible that Woodards “nations” will take on new meaning. They will likely remain ideological
but tied less to geography. In other words, “Greater Appalachia” could become be a mindset shared by
the upper south, rural California and parts of Maine, Oregon and Washington.
Overall, American Nations maybe the most enlightening non-fiction book I read in 2018. It
certainly gives a new and fascinating context to our modern political environment. We have deep
underlying fissures in our national fabric that have always been there. Like a family with different
personality types, in times of stress, these same old differences surface time and again, and the same
dynamics play out, regardless of the topic at hand. Whether this is comforting or exasperating depends
on where you come from. But either way, it’s critical that we understand them.

How to Sit by Thich Nhat Hanh
This is a really simple, straightforward book about how to meditate. It is partly practical—where, when,
what posture. But more importantly, it articulates the goal of meditation, the desire to be present. Some
key takeaways:
Meditation does not need to be pre-meditated. It doesn’t require a special mat, a special time
or a special tea. Just sit down and do it.
The physical is a gateway to the mental/spiritual. It is usually hard to get out of our own head, to
step out of the river of thought for even a brief moment. That’s why meditation places so much
emphasis on breathing. It centers our focus on the moment. Nothing past, nothing future.
Our presence is one of the greatest things we can give. In everyday moments and conversations,
we are often only partly present. Our minds wander, our fingers find our phones in our pockets, we’re
answering emails in a meeting. Being present with others is simple but profound.
Taking care of ourselves takes care of others. By finding our center, by taking the time to
meditate or do whatever is needed to let go of our blockers—worry, despair, anger, fear—we cease to
act in ways that spread that negativity to others. Our inner peace radiates outward and can help bring
peace to others.
The present moment is everything. The past is gone, the future is not here yet. There is no use in
regretting the past or worrying about the future. Life is just a string of present moments, so to live in
either the past or the future is to neglect the only moment that matters. By focusing on the present
moment always, you focus on all of life.
This last concept is central to Eckhart Tolle’s The Power of Now, only Tolle takes several hundred
pages to explain it. This slim book reads more like a book of poetry. Fewer words, more meaning. I like
that. This is a good book to have around.
The Midnight Assassin: The Hunt for America’s First Serial Killer by Skip Hollandsworth
My friend Jonathan gave this book to me after I moved back to Austin. It’s an interesting portrait of
Austin in the 1880s, as it was attempting to shed its reputation as a simple frontier cattle town and step
up as a city to be taken seriously. Much attention was given by politicians to how the rest of the country
perceived Texas and Austin (this was in the time when the state capital building was being constructed
to intentionally surpass the height of the nation’s capital by a few feet). And then out of nowhere,
someone started killing people with an ax.
Straight out of the horror books, he—presumably a man—began by hacking up African
American servant girls. The crimes seemed random, though the town exploded with rumors and
conspiracy theories. Trying to preserve its reputation, many (mostly black) men were rounded up and
tortured to extract a confession. But none of them did, and the murders persisted. Eventually, the killer
moved to the white district of town where, in the most heinous crime of them all, he killed two women
by ax on Christmas Eve.
This book is full of interesting characters, including an ample supply of bumbling cops and
corrupt politicians. It captures the excitement of the times as well as the entrenched racism. At the
remove of over a century, we might find some humor or even quaintness in the story, but for the people
of Austin, it was utterly terrifying. There had never been a serial killer anywhere—the phrase hadn’t
even been coined yet. This was before Jack the Ripper. That more famous killer would appear some
years later, and many investigators would try to link him back to the Austin killer, theorizing that he’d
gotten his start by “practicing” with an ax in small-town Austin before graduating to mutilation by knife
in the more cosmopolitan London.
Fans of Erik Larson’s The Devil in the White City will likely enjoy this book, though Hollandsworth
has less to work with. The Austin killer was never identified. And as interesting as the history of Austin is,
it pales to the story of Chicago during the 1893 World’s Expo. Still, a gripping and well-written true crime
story. Worth the read, especially if you happen to live in Austin.

Fear: Trump in the White House by Bob Woodward
This is world-renowned journalist Bob Woodward’s first foray into speculative fiction. In this dystopian
satire, the United States has elected a narcissistic, incompetent, intellectually dim reality TV star to the
Presidency. The new President, believing his new office grants him the same powers as the dictators and
other despots he openly admires, conducts himself like a playground bully.
Everything stems from the new President’s massive, uncontrollable ego. He obsesses over what
the press says about him, watching hours of news coverage every day, often fuming when the pundits
criticize him. He communicates widely via Twitter, attacking his critics, government institutions and
other world leaders. He often tweets out important policy decisions on a whim, frequently catching his
staff with their pants down. He rewards loyalty above all else and staffs his cabinet with supporters,
giving some of the most important posts to complete nimrods, turning the White House into a clown
car.
The main character is the perfect trifecta of arrogance, incompetence and moral indifference.
This could result in a book that is predictable, and much of it is with such a cartoonish stock villain. But
Woodward does a good job of making the character more interesting than your average evil antagonist.
In fact, I would say he portrays the President as less evil, and more just the first two parts of the
trifecta—arrogance and incompetence.
Much of the novel is first-person testimony of inside sources close to the President. These men
and women become interesting characters in their own right as they march up the hill, either by hubris
or a sense of duty believing they can change what cannot be changed. As new appointees head to the
White House, they often pass their cast-off predecessor on the way out, carrying boxes and mumbling
angrily about the futility of the task they have just failed. Yet these new appointees tilt toward the
windmill nonetheless, men and women willing to risk their reputations and put their souls at hazard for
the fool’s errand of keeping the President in check.
There are a few moments that stretch the bounds of credulity. Even accepting the premise that
Americans would elect this moron to office, would seasoned professionals really speak so poorly of the
President of the United States? One calls him “a fucking moron,” another “a fucking liar.” His lawyer
repeatedly removes papers from the President’s desk to stop him from pulling the country out of trade
deals. Everyone notes how the President doesn’t want to read memos beyond a page, doesn’t pay
attention in security briefings, gets most of his information from the morning news talk shows. But
beyond the dimness of the President, he creates an environment of fear and pettiness, a house of
scorpions. It is like Machiavelli, if Machiavelli were completely inept. Or the final scene of a Tarantino
film, where all the main characters stand with guns drawn and pointed at each other. Only they’re all
aiming at each other’s crotches.
Anyway, an interesting read, though it leaves one with a lingering sense of empty dread and the
need for a shower. I hope Woodward goes back to writing nonfiction about real presidents soon.

The Monkey Wrench Gang by Edward Abbey
"One man alone can be pretty dumb sometimes,
but for real bona fide stupidity, there ain't nothin' can beat teamwork."
-Edward Abbey

I’ve had this on my list to read for years. Abbey’s Desert Solitaire, about his time as a park ranger at
Arches National Monument in the late 1950s, is one of my favorite books. I finally picked up The Monkey
Wrench Gang after reading The Overstory— the characters in this book were inspiration for the treesitting eco-activists in Richard Powers’s novel.
The Monkey Wrench Gang is a novel about four environmentalist pranksters who spend their
days sabotaging various development projects. Doc Sarvis, a quirky, wealthy surgeon; Bonnie Abbzug,
his feminist girlfriend; “Seldom Seen” Smith, a river guide; and George Hayduke, a Viet Nam Vet who
proclaims, “My job is to save the fucking wilderness. I don’t know anything else worth saving.” (George
Hayduke was later donned as the pen name of a prolific author of prank books.) Their mission is to toss
a “monkey wrench” into the works of anyone wanting to strip mine a mountain, log a forest or build a
dam that floods a canyon.
Stylistically, The Monkey Wrench Gang is part screed, part western, part beat prose and part
keystone cops. The gang burns down billboards, sabotages logging equipment and dreams of blowing up
the Glenn Canyon Dam. Which all sounds fairly sinister, but it feels more like a mad-cap comedy with the
gang’s over-the-top antics and sometimes incompetence. So much of the novel is dedicated to the
group outwitting and evading authorities, pressing their luck more and more with each stunt, that one
reviewer compared it to Roadrunner and Wile E Coyote cartoons.
Abbey railed against Glen Canyon Dam in Desert Solitaire, even as the canyons he loved were
being turned into Lake Powell. In a rare film of him in front of the dam, he says it’s justified to “resort to
whatever means necessary to defend our lands from destruction, invasion.”
The Monkey Wrench Gang was seminal in the environmental moment in that it partly inspired
Earth First!, the first radical environmental conservancy group, drawing supporters from various hippy
and anarchist groups to the cause. Over the years, Earth First! participated in a wide range of civil
disobedience, from tree sits to their “crack” stunt at the Glen Canyon Dam. They were a predecessor to
Greenpeace, the Earth Liberation Front and PETA. In a day when our President has zero qualms about
destroying the environment, casually denies climate science and would extract every ounce of resource
from the planet if he knew how, an activist environmentalist movement is perhaps more important than
ever.
It’s also interesting to consider The Monkey Wrench Gang in the context of a post-9/11 world,
where the term “eco-terrorism” doesn’t have quite as much charm (if it ever did). The Monkey Wrench
Gang has the advantage of fiction, a cartoonish world where nobody gets hurt. But the activism it
inspired has caused millions of dollars in damage over the years, and some of the activities advocated by
environmental extremists—from tree spiking to arson—can be deadly.
Anti-environmentalist conservative groups love the term “eco-terrorism,” because it
conveniently allows them to put Edward Abbey, Ted Kaczynski (the recluse mail bomber who was
ultimately set off by the destruction of the wilderness near his remote Montana cabin) and Al Gore in
the same sentence. In 2003, a conservative lobbying group proposed to expand the definition of
“terrorist organization” to include any group organized to deter people from “participating in an activity
involving animals or an activity involving natural resources.” A year later, the deputy assistant of the FBI
said eco-terrorists and animal rights extremists were “our highest domestic terrorism investigative
priority.” This all seems like a complete over-reaction, but it does illustrate the danger of advocating for
violence or endorsing a “by any means necessary” approach to any cause. There’s also an interesting
point where the political spectrum is warped by extremist views, and the people on both sides start to
look alike. From the outside, it becomes hard to distinguish gun-loving environmentalist George

Hayduke from a gun-loving doomsday prepper, a person who wants to bomb a dam from a person who
wants to bomb a church, etc.
Activism should be judged by its effectiveness as a change agent. A media-grabbing prank, stunt
or protest might be the right thing for a cause. Many important movements, from civil rights to women’s
suffrage to Viet Nam protests, started with messy and sometimes violent activism. But the ultimate goal
must be systematic change, which usually requires a legislative solution. Any activism that fails to gain
the support of the electorate—either because it fails to gain attention, fails to persuade, or actively
dissuades—is a failure. As much as I like Abbey, I disagree with his assertion that any means is
justifiable. The wrong type of activism can easily turn public support against a cause.
As seminal as The Monkey Wrench Gang was for injecting activism into the environmental
movement, what that activism has and can become when taken to extremes is a little more problematic.
Which is maybe a long-winded way of saying there’s a lot to think about in this book, particularly from
the vantage point of 40 years after it was written, when all the “-isms,” —environmentalism, activism
and terrorism—have evolved in their meaning, role and importance.
The Man Who Came Uptown by George Pelecanos
Toward the end of this year, I started re-watching The Wire. I’d heard an interview with the author of All
the Pieces Matter: The Inside Story of The Wire and was reminded of what an amazing show it is. It’s
amazing not just because of David Simon, but because of some of the other top writers on the show—
novelists like Dennis Lehane and George Pelecanos.
Pelecanos writes smart, gritty crime, most of it based in Washington, D.C. I read The Turnaround
back in 2012 and thought it felt more like a TV show than a novel. This isn’t a criticism—more to say it
was lean and tight, with little extraneous plot. This is fairly common for crime novels. Lehane’s The Drop,
David Benioff’s The 25th Hour, Richard Price’s The Whites, pretty much all of Elmore Leonard’s works are
crisp and to the point, which is why they’re easily and often adapted into films.
The Man Who Came Uptown fits in this tradition. The protagonist, Michael Hudson, is released
from prison after the man he robbed, a drug dealer, decides not to testify. Once out, he’s recruited by a
D.C.-based private investigator named Phil Ornazian. Ornazian helped “persuade” the drug dealer not to
testify against Hudson, and now he figures Hudson owes him one. Which he’d like to cash in on by
having Hudson help him in his side game—robbing drug dealers and pimps.
It’s a morally ambiguous world and, like most good crime fiction, there’s at least a little bad in
everyone. But this novel has a side game going as well—it’s partly about great books. Hudson, while in
prison, was turned onto literature by the prison’s librarian. He found that reading fiction teleported him
out of his cell, so he devoured it. Good stuff, like Steinbeck, Tim O’Brien, Elmore Leonard. Because of
this, I read Leonard’s Valdez is Coming and pulled Don Carpenter’s Hard Rain Falling off my shelf. I like
books about books. Especially hidden in a really good crime novel.
Valdez is Coming by Elmore Leonard
Bob Valdez is the part-time town constable of a small western town in Arizona and rides shotgun (where
the phrase came from) for the stagecoach company. He’s recruited by a Mr. Tanner, the wealthiest man
in the area, to help deal with an Army deserter who’s holed up in a shack with a gun. He does, and ends
up shooting the man down. But it turns out Valdez has been set up—this man was innocent. When
Valdez demands payment to be made to the victim’s wife, he is beaten by Tanner’s men, tied to a cross
and left in the desert for dead.
Leonard is known for his crime fiction like Get Shorty, but he got his start in the 1950s writing
pulp westerns. This 1970 western revenge story bridges the two. As a Western, it owes more to the
ultra-violent Sam Peckinpah westerns than the earlier John Ford movies. But it has the sharp, staccato
sentences, the pithy dialogue, the sparse plot and morally ambiguous characters of crime noir. Bob
Valdez has much in common with the stars of gritty crime dramas of the 70s, and you could read this

novel as part of the pivot of the iconic American male hero from cowboy to detective. Leonard is making
that transition as a writer like Lee Marvin and Clint Eastwood did as actors.
Valdez is Coming is an entertaining novel, though it sometimes reads as a parody of the hardboiled genre. Or, to be fair, just Leonard being Leonard. But other than being the bridge from Western
to detective fiction, the book also shows a pivot on race in Westerns. The man Valdez kills in the opening
is a black man, and his wife a Native American. These are the two victims, and Valdez, our hero, is
Mexican (he goes by “Bob” Valdez when he wears a starched collar, but “Roberto” when he “makes
war.”). We’ve moved beyond the cowboys protecting innocent white settlers from the natives. Valdez is
Coming may be a Western, but it reflects the social awakening of the 60s.
I read this book because it was mentioned in George Pelecanos’s The Man Who Came Uptown.
Worth the read, especially if you’re interested in the evolution of Elmore Leonard’s career.
Swing Time by Zadie Smith
This was the year I finally got around to reading a Zadie Smith novel. Although I’ve known her as one of
the top living writers of serious literary fiction and have had her White Teeth on my shelf for over a
decade, I’ve haven’t read anything of hers beyond an essay or two.
Swing Time is the story of an unnamed female narrator who grows up in a London suburb. She
and her best friend, Tracey, are passionate about dance, about performance, obsessed with Michael
Jackson and Fred Astaire. They are two peas in a pod as kids, but drift apart as they come of age. The
narrator becomes the personal assistant to Aimee, a white, A-list pop star fixated on building a girl’s
school in west Africa (think Madonna). Tracey’s path takes her in another direction.
This novel is about how people get to where they end up in life—about the economic status,
race, education, family relationships, personal drive and talent. It’s about the various power dynamics
that exist—both global and interpersonal—and all of the currents and pressures that define who and
what people ultimately become. Big themes, but examined through personal stories, messy plotlines
and realistic relationships.
I didn’t love this book, but I definitely admire the craft of the writing and the well-rendered
relationships. A good portion of the story is dedicated to the narrator’s job as personal assistant, which
moves the plot along and gives it a pop culture-level relevance, but ultimately feels less insightful and a
little empty—both for the narrator and the reader. Although a white pop star trying to save Africa seems
like a familiar character in our world, Smith avoids making Aimee into a stock parody. Still, the
relationship between the narrator and her friend Tracey has more to offer.
I’ll probably dig into White Teeth next.
Baby, You’re Gonna Be Mine by Kevin Wilson
“Baby, You’re Gonna Be Mine” is the name of a song by one of the characters in this collection of short
stories. The song was used in a beer commercial, making the band famous for a brief moment. In the
story, they have since blown the money, and after their gear is stolen from their van, they break up and
the lead singer moves back in with his single mom. The story is told from the mother’s point of view, and
we see her try to be a supportive mother, yet also empathize with her complete denial of how sad a
situation it is, her 36-year-old former rock star son living at home, working a landscaping jobs.
Almost all of these stories have some uncomfortable relationship dynamic, sometimes coupled
with a surreal element. The story about an altar boy who keeps passing out is fairly straightforward (and
hilarious). The one about a boy and his girlfriend who have to emergency babysit for her nieces and
nephews, who are “as close to feral as you can get,” becomes a kind of sociological study. A couple
whose baby disappears for several years with no explanation lays bare how little else they had holding
them together.
Then there are a couple stories like “Wildfire Johnny,” in which a man discovers a magic razor
that lets him travel back in time by slitting his throat.

Like any collection of short stories, some of these are better than others, but none of them
could be described as boring or predictable. The absurd premise in a few of them (e.g. “Wildfire
Johnny”) is saved by Wilson’s ability to bring it back to something relatable, usually human relationships.
They’re like little literary stunts—let me see how far I can throw this thing out there and still land it.
Stylistically, they remind me a little of Miranda July or Arthur Bradford. Very modern, shifting
effortlessly from killer humor to endearing human moments, combining outlandish concepts with
relatable insights. A really enjoyable collection of stories.
Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward
This is a wonderfully lyrical, gritty, bleak story of a poor family in Mississippi on the verge of complete
collapse. Ward builds a world that is viscous both physically and metaphorically—a story of muddy
ground, animal innards and vomit, a setting of nested prisons and inescapable circumstances. The
narrators rotate by chapter primarily between Jojo, a thirteen-year-old boy, and his neglectful drug
addict of a mother, Leonie.
Jojo and his three-year-old sister, Kayla, live with their black grandparents in a small rural home.
Their white father is in prison upstate, and in the middle section of the novel, Leonie drags the children
with her to meet him upon his release—stopping both up and back at her drug dealer’s house. “She ain’t
got the mothering instinct,” Jojo’s grandmother says of Leonie—a massive understatement.
The dynamics between the characters in the story are rich. But the novel is also rooted deeply in
the history of the area—the racism and poverty, cycles of addiction and unstable family structures weigh
down on everyone. Mistakes compound upon mistakes. Generationally, the grandparents had it worse.
We hear that in their stories. But Leonie can’t seem to get out of her own way, blames the world around
her: “Sometimes the world don’t give you what you need, no matter how hard you look. Sometimes it
withholds.” Meanwhile, her children make due, like her parents made due.
On top of this family dynamic, there are layers of supernatural at play. Ghosts haunt the
family—a brother murdered by a white boy, another boy the grandfather knew from prison years ago.
Certain family members can see these ghosts, converse with them. The ghosts are trapped in this world
too, angry, hopeless, helpless, dependent on some invisible set of rules that nobody quite understands
but that governs all.
I love the way this story switches from the real, tangible detail—the smell of the drink or crackle
of the hair against the leather seat—to the spiritual. Ward spins metaphors like cobwebs all over this
novel, often accentuating an otherwise ordinary moment with simple, beautiful visuals, such as when
she describes Leonie’s voice as “a fishing line thrown so weakly the wind catches it.”
This was a birthday gift from my friend, Brian. It turned out to be one of my favorite novels of
the year. I plan to read Ward’s Salvage the Bones soon.
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