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(BOOKS)
TRUST US

SOUTH BY SOUTHWEST

Kirstin Valdez Quade’s sparkling
debut collection, Night af the
Fiestas (Norton), set mostly in
New Mexico, features dreamers
and schemers whose lives
pulsate with wild hopes, hard
luck, stunning secrets, and
saving grace. In the title story,
young Frances is “twitchy with
impatience. If (her) life was to be
anovel...thenfinally...
something might happen atthe
Fiestas that could constitute the
first page.”

50 MADAME CURIES

Rachel Swaby’s no-nonsense
and needed Headsfrong: 52
Women Who Changed Science
and the World (Broadway)
dynamically profiles historically
overlooked female visionaries in
science, technology,
engineering, and math. Exhibit
A: chemist Alice Ball (1892-1916),
who discovered the cure for
leprosy at age 23.

MAGICAL THINKING

“It doesn’t matter whether she’s a
ghost, oramemory, or my ideq,
or heridea, or God’s idea, or
dust, or sound waves, or
transfigured molecules, oran
echo from the Cosmos. She’s
here with me,” writes Alice Eve
Cohenin The Year My Mother
Came Back (Algonquin), a wry,
magical memoir about the
transcendent power of
mother-daughterlove.—L.S.

(NONFICTION)

AMERICAN
DREAMIER

But so much more than that
foo, In this iImportant new
b\OgrQ phy By Kesziah Weir

There have been other bios of Michelle Obama,
mostly quickies timed to Barack’s 2008 elec-
tion. But in Michelle Obama: A Life (Knopf), po-
litical journalist Peter Slevin, who covered the
Obamas for a decade, has written a literate,
deeply reported portrait of the First Lady.
Growing up the daughter of Chicago natives
who harbored lasting regrets for not having
earned college degrees, Michelle “developed a
ferocious work ethic,” Slevin writes, that she ap-
plied to changing the things she could. When
she met Barack in 1988, she was struck by his
ease in moving between worlds separated by
race and class. Slevin, a former political re-
porter for The Washington Post who inter-
viewed scores of the Obamas’ colleagues
and friends (the Obamas did not par- |
ticipate in his reporting) and relied
on others’ published interviews, writes

(FICTION)

COLOR BIND

The greaf Toni Morrison stuns us

again with a novel about race
and conNsequUENCE By Lisa Shea

More than any other contemporary American
writer, 84-year-old Nobel Prize winner Toni
Morrison has claimed the historically explo-
sive, intertwined subjects of race and gender
via a series of profound, nonpareil novels, be-
ginning with The Bluest Eye in 1970.

At the start of God Help the Child (Knopf), her
sly, savage, honest, and elegant twelfth novel, a
character named Sweetness ruefully recalls the

birth of her daughter, Lula Ann. “She was _

so black she scared me. Midnight black,
Sudanese black. I'm light-skinned, with
good hair, what we call high yellow, and
so is Lula Ann’s father. Ain’t nobody in
my family anywhere near that color.”
Sweetness predicts a harsh life for Lula
Ann—her only child—whom she considers tak-
ing to an orphanage because of her skin. After
a girlhood marked by an absent father and her
desperation to win the approval of her strict
and embarrassed mother, Lula Ann, at 18,
changes her name to Bride. By her early twen-
ties—bold, striking, and confident—she heads a
successful cosmetics line in Los Angeles, where
she drives a Jaguar and employs a maid.
Morrison spikes elements of realism and

tently reiterated Barack’s hu-
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Slevin

that Michelle grew increasingly frustrated
by Barack’s endless time spent campaigning
and her consequent role as primary caregiver
to their daughters: “Like many professional
women of her age and station, Michelle was
struggling with balance and a partner who was
less involved—and less evolved—than she had
expected.” She knew that the strength of their
marriage would depend on “figuring out how
to carve out what kind of life I want for myself
beyond who Barack is and what he wants.”
Slevin invokes the broader implications of
Michelle’s trajectory without making her to-
temic, an easy and damaging
slip that she is aware of in re-
gard to her husband. “There
are many of us who want to
lay all of our wishes, fears, and
hopes at the feet of this young
man, but life doesn’t work
that way,” she said presciently
in 2004. Just as she’s consis-

ance they deserve. o

hyperrealism with magic and mayhem,

while sustaining a sexily poetic and intoxi-

cating narrative atmosphere, as when Bride’s

lover Booker first lays eyes on her. “Simply

dumbstruck by her beauty, Booker stared

open-mouthed at a young blue-black woman

standing at the curb laughing. Her clothes
were white, her hair like a million black but-
terflies asleep on her head.”

When Booker walks out on Bride after six
months—the things he left behind are “too
alive...toiletries, clothes, and a cloth bag con-
taining two books, one in a foreign language,
the other a book of poems”her swift unrav-
eling and slow resurrection and Booker’s
hard look at his family history supply the

book’s heartbeat.
' Once again, Morrison thrillingly
brings the storytelling moxie and mojo
that make her, arguably, our greatest
living novelist. o
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