
Books
and Whitney Houston all make 
appearances in this book, which 
is a scrupulously reported rant. 
Doyle has dug deeply into the 
garbage that the media peddles 
about women, and she demon-
strates how mainstream media 
is as guilty as the most obscure 
blogs. When Houston died, Doyle 
writes, “ABC News published the 
information that the coroner had 
found scars on her chest consis-
tent with breast implants. It had 
nothing to do with her death—she 
had drowned…but the world was, 
apparently, entitled to that infor-
mation.” 

Just what is it that drives our 
rapacious cultural, political, and 
plain old human appetite for the 
girl-gone-bad narrative? Well, 
Doyle posits, “We may wreck peo-
ple simply to validate ourselves. 
We may wreck them because 
we’re jealous. We may wreck them 
because we fear the sight of public 
suffering, or because, well, ev-
eryone hates them, so they must 
have done something to deserve 
it. Maybe. But then, there’s my 
favorite theory: Maybe we wreck 
people because they are women.”

In 2007, Britney Spears engaged 
in a series of erratic, essentially 
self-sabotaging acts, such as shav-
ing her head and breaking a car 
windshield with an umbrella. She 
was institutionalized, lost custo-
dy of her two young children, and 
was put under the guardianship of 
her father. Almost 10 years later, 
that guardianship still stands. 

By placing the spectacle of 
the trainwreck front and center, 
Doyle throws down for the future, 
and calls it this way: “Even the 
women who seem Good or Bad at 
first glance tend to fragment into 
something more complicated and 
ambiguous if you look at them 
long enough. Women are not 
symbols of superhuman virtue. 
Women are not symbols of all that 
is disgusting and corrupt.” Hillary 
Clinton comes to mind as some-
one who has either been pilloried 
or begrudgingly commended for 
the entirety of her public life. But 
Doyle’s book moves the needle: 
“Women, it turns out, are not 
symbols of anything, other than 
themselves.”

Jacqueline Woodson has published 31 
children’s and young-adult books in the 
last 26 years, driven by the need to write 
herself into stories that didn’t include 
brown girls like her when she was grow-
ing up in the 1960s. Her last work, the 
National Book Award winner Brown Girl 
Dreaming, is a gorgeous mixtape of a 
memoir for middle schoolers, composed 
in verse, in which Woodson writes her-
self into the country’s history, from the 
protests of her early childhood in the civil 
rights era–South, to the Great Migration, 
to her Angela Davis–worshipping 
adolescence in Bushwick, Brook-
lyn. In the process, Woodson does 
for young black girls what short- 
story master Alice Munro does for 
poor rural ones: She imbues their 
everyday lives with significance. 

It’s to her home borough that 
Woodson returns for book num-
ber 32, the novel Another Brooklyn 
(Amistad), her first for adults. Writ-
ten in spare vignettes, sometimes 
with only a few sentences to a page, 
Another Brooklyn can feel like living in someone 
else’s dream. Underneath each moment lies a net-
work of connected memories, illuminating, one after 
another, an entire life. 

“After Brown Girl Dreaming, it was the first time I 
felt an expectation of, What next?” Woodson says. 
“I wanted to step farther back and get a wider angle, 
and with adult literature, you are allowed to look at 
the world from this distance.”

Another Brooklyn follows August and her posse 
of brown girls, all best friends, as they stumble and 
swagger through 1970s Bushwick toward adulthood, 
“the four of us sharing the weight of growing up 
Girl in Brooklyn, as though it was a bag of stones we 
passed among ourselves saying, Here. Help me carry 
this.” Whenever one of them falls, the others pick her 
up, but it’s a compliment that goes deeper than an In-
stagram like to recognize the beauty of their friends, 
their skills, and their Brooklyn. Now a hipster haven, 
Bushwick then was poor and almost exclusively Af-
rican American and Latino. The only white people 
in the novel appear in station wagons loaded with 
belongings, driving away, which makes race neither 
a submerged theme nor a point of tension. Being 
black is simply one element of the girls’ world—one 
that the reader is drawn deeply inside. It’s a world 
righted by female friendship and fraught with dan-
ger: men lurking in doorways, teenage pregnancy, 
drug addiction, and aspirational parents on guard 
against anyone and anything that might prevent 
their child from getting out. “As though there was 

some place other than this. As though 
there was another Brooklyn.”

Drinking sweet tea at Woodson’s 
kitchen table in her row house on a 
quiet, tree-lined street in Park Slope, 
a neighborhood that other writers par-
ody for its smug liberal politics, feels 
about as different from that Brooklyn 

as possible. Woodson first moved here 22 years ago. 
Now she and her partner, Juliet, and their two chil-
dren are one of two nonwhite families on the block.

For their 14-year-old daughter and 8-year-old son, 
growing up in gentrified Brooklyn is so other than 
Woodson’s Bushwick childhood. “I felt so safe in a 
black and Latino community. Everyone looked out 
for each other.” But Park Slope “can feel like a dan-
gerous place to raise brown children.… My kids speak 
of both subtle slights and blatant racism. It’s a nar-
rative I never imagined for them,” she says, and she 
and Juliet resort to importing friends and exporting 
their kids to schools with more diversity to counter- 
program all the whiteness and wealth.

What hasn’t changed is the intensity of the male 
gaze. The girls in Another Brooklyn have one another  
for protection: “When boys called our names, we 
said, don’t even say my name. Don’t even put it in  
your mouth.… The four of us together weren’t some-
thing they understood. They understood girls alone, 
folding their arms across their breasts, praying for  
invisibility.” 

How your friends become part of you and what 
happens if you lose them—that’s what drove Wood-
son to write Another Brooklyn. “Who are you without 
your girls?” she asks. “I truly believe that. Who are 
you without the people who help you make sense 
of the misogyny, the racism, the economic struggle, 
all of it? You need those people saying you’re a good 
mom, a great writer. You’re a great dresser. You cook 
well. Whatever the beauty is that you need to hear.” 

SOME GIRLS
Hitting reset on the coming-
of-age story. By Bliss Broyard

Woodson

“To my mind there was a strange logic in 
moving to New York City at the dawn of the 
twenty-first century,” writes Mike Roberts in 
his blatantly autobiographical debut novel, 
Cannibals in Love (Farrar, Straus and Giroux). 
“Stress. Congestion. Pollution. Terrorism. I 
was courting death. This was the modern con-
dition and I was the modern man.” The mod-
ern man in question is Roberts’s eponymous 
narrator, Mike, who begins his story—which 
at one point meta-describes itself as being 
“assembled like a mixtape…a seemingly ran-
dom series of Polaroid photographs, spread 
across a tabletop”—as a DC-based college 
student caught in the nation’s emotional af-
tershock following September 11th. As Mike 
grows up (but doesn’t necessarily mature), 
the novel dips episodically into his life, find-
ing him bopping from one major U.S. city to 
another while attempting to write a pastoral 
allegory about a farmer and his cows.

The oft-told story of young-man-finds-
himself has become a difficult one to write 
without its becoming completely insuffer-
able, but Roberts, with his Salinger-level 
attention to the foibles of the human con-
dition, has avoided that trap altogether and 
written a book that makes you already eager 
for what he’ll write next. His Holden Caul-
field–esque antihero embodies the stereo-
typical young male tendency of coping with 
vulnerability through destruction, wheth-
er he’s booing the Queen of 
England’s motorcade; pick-
ing pointless screaming ar-
guments with his long-term, 
sometimes girlfriend, Lauren; 
or helping his friend erect an 
illegal, apocalyptic backyard 
mini-golf course, with each 
hole paying homage to a near-
past tragedy: Waco, Exxon 
Valdez, Columbine, the Chal-
lenger explosion. (For further 
proof of Roberts’s knowl-
edge of the masculine interi-
or terrain, see his screenplay 
for the film adaptation of 
Brad Land’s fraternity mem-
oir, Goat, which premiered 
at Sundance this year.) To 
Mike’s mind, “You fight. Or 
you don’t. Those are your 
only real choices.” 

UNDER
PRESSURE
A debut novel scales the male  
peaks of vulnerability and 
destruction. By Keziah Weir

Along with a biting knack for irony, Rob-
erts has a heightened ability to drop his read-
er into various visceral settings, describing 
New York’s constant refrain of chatter, si-
rens, and horns as “the general complaints of 
a nervous city,” or a summer night in Buffalo 
as “heavy heat that never really lifted…thick 
and wet, and tasted metallic, like smog.” 
The cities and towns where Mike lives are as 
much characters as he is, setting an external 
tone to mirror his internal anxiety.

There’s more to Cannibals than the voy-
eurism of seeing how the other half—men, 
that is—live, and it’s more than just a por-
trait of the artist as a twenty-first-century 
dude. While it’s at times painful to watch 
Mike pummel his way through his flailing 
relationship with Lauren and a series of 
throwaway jobs (one of which is literally 
crafting spam e-mails), his very specific, 
often self-inflicted problems engender 
empathy. Why is the idea of a stable re-
lationship so jarring? Why is it so easy to 
procrastinate doing what we know will 
make us better? At its core, the book is a 
study in motivations; it’s classically post-
modern, with a classically postmodern 
finale (you can almost hear The Strokes’ 
“The End Has No End” playing across 
the last paragraphs). But there’s satisfac-
tion to be found as Mike begins to realize 
that mental friction can be good—or that 
sometimes the easiest, safest answer is 
actually the right one. On good days, Mike 
and Lauren play a people-watching game, 
picking out couples and guessing their or-
igin story.

“Why are they together?” Lauren asks of 
one pair. Mike’s response, though typically 
barbed with irony, is more telling than he 
might know: “He has an umbrella.” 

TRUST US 

I f  y o u f a n c y p h o t o g r a p h s 
o f f a m o u s m e n t u r n i n g o u r 
i d e a s o f s e x i n e s s u p s i d e 
d o w n : Red-Blooded 
American Male, by 
Robert Trachtenberg 
(Amphoto Books). 
Channing Tatum, 
Tracy 
Morgan, 
Jonah 
Hill, 
Kevin 
Hart, 
Will Ar-
nett (on 
the cover, his shape-
ly legs in fishnets), 
and many more.

I f  y o u l i k e a p o s t m o d e r n , 
h i g h - c o n c e p t B r a d y B u n c h 
w i t h a h a p p y b l e n d i n g ,  b u t 
a l s o a d e a t h ,  g u i l t ,  a n d 
l i t e r a r y b e t r a y a l :  Com-
monwealth (Harper), 
by Ann Patchett. 
The author of Bel 
Canto and State of 
Wonder swears she 
made this one up, 
“but it’s made from 
things I knew and 
understood.” 

I f  y o u a r e w o r r i e d a b o u t 
t h e m e d i a- p r o c l a i m e d  
n a r c i s s i s m e p i d e m i c , 
Kristin Dombek’s 
clear-eyed and em-
pathic 
reported 
book-
length 
essay, 
The 
Selfish-
ness of 
Others: 
An Essay on the 
Fear of Narcissism 
(Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux), will engage 
and surprise you.

I f  y o u l i k e t h e i d e a o f S y l v i a 
P l a t h ’s T h e B e l l  J a r m e e t s 
K a t h a r i n e G r a h a m’s P e r -
s o n a l  H i s t o r y,  y o u w i l l  l o v e 

R u t h Fr a n k l i n’s b i o g r a p h y, 
Shirley Jackson: A 
Rather Haunted Life 
(Liveright). Jackson 
merged horror and 
comedy, love of 
career and love of 
motherhood in her 
works, and achieved 
and suffered greatly 
as a consequence.  

I f  y o u a r e a m o n g t h e 
m u l t i t u d e s w h o h a v e a B i l l 
M u r r a y s t o r y (v i z :  “ I  w a s 
i n t h e a i r p o r t b a r,  a n d 
w h o s a t d o w n n e x t t o m e 
b u t B i l l  M u r r a y ? ” ),  The 
Tao of Bill Murray: 
Real-Life 
Stories of Joy, 
Enlighten-
ment, and 
Party Crash-
ing (Random 
House), 
by Gavin 
Edwards, will speak 
to you. 

I f  y o u d i g b e s t- s e l l e r C o l s o n 
W h i t e h e a d ’s i n g e n i o u s 
n o v e l i s t i c s t y l i n g s 
(Zone One, The Intu-
itionist), you’ll follow 
teen slave Cora to 
the ends of the earth 
in The Underground 
Railroad (Double-
day), an inspired and 
wrenching twist on 
the perilous ante-
bellum journeys by 
enslaved blacks in 
the South to freedom 
in the North. 
 
I f  y o u c a n’ t  s l e e p a n d n e e d 
a n a n t i d o t e t o y o u r t r o u -
b l e d n o c t u r n a l  t h r a s h i n g s , 
Lenny editor Jessica 
Grose’s delightfully 
sly second novel, 
Soulmates (William 
Morrow), features a 
scandalous mystery 
at a remote yoga 
retreat and a sleuth-
ing divorcée named 
Dana. —Lisa Shea

Après summer, le déluge. 
Seven great books to read this month
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