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[NONFICTION]
THE ELLE’S 
LETTRES 2015
READERS’ PRIZE
15 ELLE readers choose their 
favorite among three promising 
new books—this month, memoirs 
about food, love, and living 

 1FAT GIRL 
WALKING 
BRITTANY 

GIBBONS
(DEY STREET)

The Internet 
humorist blogger 
(Brittany, Herself) tackles body 
image, sex, and love with 
unwavering candor in this 
raunchy page-turner. While 
delving into the hurtful fat-
shaming she’s experienced 
throughout her life, Gibbons 
neither plays the victim nor is 
overly self-deprecating in search 
of a laugh, instead embracing 
her weight along with the ups 
and downs of life. The result is an 
upli� ing story that’s both deep 
and funny, what one reader calls 
“an incisive, powerful, and 
entertaining commentary.”

2 STIR 
JESSICA 
FECHTOR

(AVERY) 

After suffering a 
debilitating brain 
aneurysm in her twenties, 
Fechtor, a longtime lover of 
cooking, loses her sense of smell 
and much of her eyesight . 
Struggling to regain her life and 
to find her way back to the 
pastime she dearly misses, she 
manages to open herself up to 
the people who care for her. The 
memoir, charmingly peppered 
with personal recipes, thoroughly 
inspired readers and immersed 
them in Fechtor’s against-all-
odds life. 

3 COOKING AS 
FAST AS I CAN
CAT CORA

(SCRIBNER) 

This window into 
Cora’s pre–Iron Chef 
life lets the reader follow her from 
Mississippi to New York to France 
and finally to California  as she 
pursues her dream of becoming a 
head chef. Never shying from the 
ultrapersonal—she suffered 
childhood abuse and speaks 
openly about the difficulties of 
embracing her sexuality and 
raising four children—Cora 
presents her vulnerabilities in a 
way that humanizes her, despite 
the armor she’s built to survive her 
cutthroat career.—Keziah Weir 

“Most guys don’t think about 
what it’s like to be sized up for 
sexual value as the first thing 
anyone sees about them, every-
where they go—anytime they 
go online, walk into a room, or 
try to join a conversation. Most 
men don’t have to deal with be-
ing a target their whole lives 
the same way that women do,” 
writes Violet Blue, an investiga-
tive reporter covering cybercrime and a 
former San Francisco Chronicle sex columnist. 
She’s written an illuminating little handbook 
for women, The  Smart Girl’s Guide to Privacy (No 
Starch Press). Her top three tips (out of many) 
for protecting yourself online:

1. Your webcam is a portal for spying on you. 
“Put a little Post-it note, sticker, or even a piece 
of tape on the webcam of your computer or 
smartphone. Webcam hacking—they are cap-
turing images of you unaware—is widespread, 

and the software to do it is really, 
really cheap,” Blue says.

2. Use different pictures for 
each of your social media ac-
counts. “The [profile] photo is the 
biggest mistake women make.   
Different pictures make it more 
difficult for cybercriminals to put 
together a digital portrait of you.”

3. If sexy pictures of you get 
into the wrong hands:  “Make 

your social networks private. Then—this 
can cost thousands—hire services like 

Abine.com or Reputation.com. You tell them 
what to look for; they check every month and 
start getting stuff taken down. They work to 
drive down negative search results.” If you 
can’t afford that, DIY: Post, post, post positive 
content about yourself.  “ Overwhelm the bad 
stuff with good content. Eventually the old 
stuff will just go by way of Google’s 40th page, 
where no one ever looks.”  

[NONFICTION]

THEY’RE WATCHING US
So here’s a guide to keeping our digital selves safe By Jennifer Arellano

[FICTION]

CALIFORNIA DREAMING 
A mesmerizing grifter animates this road-trip novel By Keziah Weir

There’s a tradition of road 
trips in American literature—
On the Road, Lolita, Wild—and a 
strong mythology that accom-
panies them, as if catharsis 
and salvation were attainable 
merely from forward momen-
tum. B., the enigmatic star of 
Ruth Galm’s debut novel, Into 
the Valley, is trying to outrun a 
debilitating, nausea-inducing 
anxiety (what she calls “the carsickness,” 
although “it was not at all related to motion”) 
that has driven her from her East Coast be-
ginnings toward San Francisco seeking…
well, seeking what, she’s not sure. When the 
strange malady follows her to the new city, she 
leaves her job as a secretary, arms herself with 
a stack of counterfeit checks from a wayward 
admirer, buys a glittering blue Mustang, and 
heads into the summer squalor of California’s 
Central Valley in 1967. 

Galm’s writing mimics the hyperreality of 
dreams, and the novel’s penetrative heat is 
palpable in descriptions of highway rest stops 
and “the flatness of the valley…the mountains 
in the far distance like figments behind the 
haze.” As 30-year-old B. (who prefers the ini-

tial to her full name, to which 
she has never felt attached) 
drives from one bank to the 
next, cashing the hot checks  
that keep the bad feelings at bay, 
she strains to find out wheth-
er others share her sickness. 
Though no one will acknowl-
edge it, there are glimpses of its 
existence: a teenage girl in ten-
nis shoes who tips herself over a 

rail of  the Golden Gate Bridge, a woman 
who chooses a noosed belt in a closet over a 
hysterectomy after an abortion gone wrong . 
Underpinning In the Valley is a subtle and com-
plicated exploration of what it means to be a 
woman and, more specifically, what it means 
to be a woman without a man. 

B. carries on, despite the looming conse-
quences of her check scheme, colliding with 
other lost souls and collecting the dust of the 
road. And for all her disconnectedness, her 
plight strikes a timeless and universal chord. 
“I want to be like the others. I don’t want to be 
different. I don’t know why the carsickness 
comes,” B. says in a rare loquacious moment. 
“If I could only get to this new place, it would 
all make sense.”
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[BOOKS] 
TRUST US
PRESENT AT THE 
CREATION
Once upon a 
time, in 1978, 
Tokyo jazz bar 
owner Haruki 
Murakami had an 
epiphany while at 
a baseball game. After hearing 
the sharp crack of the bat hitting 
the ball, “It felt as if something had 
come fluttering down from the sky 
and I had caught it cleanly in my 
hands.”  That night at his kitchen 
table, he began writing his first two 
novels. The short, darkly magical 
coming-of-age tales in  Wind/
Pinball (Knopf) are being 
published in America for the first 
time; the novels, along with 
A Wild Sheep Chase, make up 
Murakami’s powerhouse Trilogy 
of the Rat. 

DOLPHIN TALES 
In Voices in the 
Ocean: A 
Journey Into the 
Wild and 
Haunting World 
of Dolphins 
(Doubleday), Susan Casey ( The 
Devil’s Teeth, The Wave) under-
takes an odyssey to fathom 
the fluid science and stubborn 
lore of these highly intelligent and 
social beings. Over the course of 
their 95-million-year existence , 
these evolutionary shape-shifters 
have lived on land and in the sea. 
During an encounter with a pod 
off California, one dolphin 
approached Casey and they 
exchanged, she writes, “what I 
can only describe as a profound, 
cross-species greeting.”

SCENES FROM A 
REVOLUTION
Wendell 
Steavenson, a 
Middle East 
correspondent 
for The New 
Yorker , captures 
the ordinary people and 
extraordinary events of 2011, 
when Cairo’s Tahrir Square 
became both a killing ground 
and a foothold of hope for a 
nation convulsed by the call for 
an end to President Mubarak’s 
regime. Her collection  Circling 
the Square: Stories From the 
Egyptian Revolution (Ecco) is an 
intimate telling of the events of 
those days .—L.S.

[FICTION]

LONGING FOR THE 
SHORT OF IT
The elegiac underside, in three brilliant collections By Lisa Shea

A robust short-story renaissance is under 
way in American fiction. This month, 
three strikingly different collections offer 
compulsively readable tales about characters 
whose lives are largely ignored, undervalued, 
or simply uncharted and whose voices we 
seldom hear.

American Book Award winner Lucia Berlin’s 
(1936–2004) electrifying posthumous collection 
A Manual for Cleaning Women (Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux) is a miracle of storytelling economy, 
showcasing this  largely unheard-of writer’s 
genius for streetwise erudition and sudden, 
soul-baring epiphanies. Set in the American 
Southwest, California, Mexico, Chile, and New 
York City, these darkling narratives—about 
women struggling with addiction, low-wage 
and blue-collar jobs, romantic entanglements, 
and single motherhood; or youngsters coming 
of age amid family chaos and dislocation—
mirror Berlin’s own life. The stories are agile 
and expansive, full of “unexpected phrases, 
insights, turns of events, humor,”  writes Lydia 
Davis in her foreword. Berlin’s friend and 
fellow writer, Stephen Emerson, who edited 
the collection, adds in his introduction that the 
prose  “syncopates and hops, changes cadences, 
changes the subject. That’s where a lot of its 
crackle is.… With a writer of this caliber, you 
can often recognize the work in one sentence.”  
“My Jockey” begins: “I like working in 
Emergency—you meet men there, anyway. Real 
men, heroes. Firemen and jockeys. They’re 
always coming into emergency rooms. Jockeys 
have wonderful X-rays. They break bones all 
the time but just tape themselves up and ride 

the next race. Their skeletons look like trees, 
like reconstructed brontosaurs. St. Sebastian’s 
X-rays.” 

Adam Johnson, who won the Pulitzer 
Prize for his novel set in North Korea, 2012’s 
The Orphan Master’s Son, serves up six sinewy 
stories that shock and surprise in his edgy, 
inviting Fortune Smiles (Random House). 
In “George Orwell Was a Friend of Mine,” a 
former East German prison warden remains 
in denial about his brutal past life before the 
fall of the Berlin Wall. Each day at the same 
hour, he walks his pampered dog, Prinz, 
perhaps his only real friend. “At the front door, 
I help Prinz into his miniature jacket, which is 
made of leather and gives him the look of a 
tough little VoPo.… I know, the East German 
Volkspolizei haven’t existed for eighteen 
years. It’s 2008, after all. But you can’t change 
what a man and his dog look like in matching 
leather jackets.”   Or so he believes.

Newcomer Lauren Holmes’s Barbara the 
Slut and Other People (Riverhead) trains a 
precise lens on the millennial generation’s 
mixed bag of manners, mores, and 
machinations. Ten precocious stories limn the 
deep humor, table-turning dualities, and 
inevitable bouts of screwed-upness that 
accompany getting through one’s twenties and 
beyond. The writing has gusto and guts, as 
evident in “Desert Hearts,” a story about a 
recent law school grad who eschews legal work 
and lands a job in a sex-toy shop, to the chagrin 
of her fiancé, her parents, and the store’s lesbian 
owner. In Holmes’s beautifully brazen stories, 
worlds collide in fresh, imaginative ways.

106 BooksINTEL


