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In this novel, a young American woman disappears into Tokyo’s underworld.

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN o

By Don Lee.
315 pp. W. W. Norton & Company. $24.95.

By Tessa Hadley

HE central preoccupatlons of Don
Lee’s first novel feel like urgent
issues for our times. The charac-
ters wrestle with slippery ques-
tions of race and idenmy, and the story un-
folds in that liminal space where America
interacts with another culture Here it is
Japan: a white-looking young American
woman named Lisa Coun;ryman . disap-
pears in 1980 into” the Yunderworld of
Tokyo’s sex trade. All the c}ichés that for-

mula might evoke — wholesome Amerxcan .

girl lost to the unfathomable.
corruptions of the Oriental Oth-
er — are complicated in this
novel, however, and in the end
flipped upside down.: Lisa is in
fact neither white nor straight-
forwardly American; and it is
her quest for her “‘real”’ origins
that has led her into danger.
The truth about what has hap-
pened to her turns out to be
comic-grotesque rather than
tragic-poignant, and has more
to do with her own angst and
longings than with the machi-
nations of any evil exploiter.
Rather than constructing
the plot of “Country of Ori-
gin” around the conventional
thriller certainties of us and
them, Don Lee — he is the long-
time editor of the literary jour-
nal Ploughshares and the au-
thor of ““Yellow,”” a story collec-
tion — insists we become aware
of the complex and shifting
bases for our identity and our
behavior. At first glance the
world of this novel seems polar-
ized between the American
community, centered on the
United States Embassy, and a
busy, economically buoyant
Tokyo. The Americans are as-

money, private-school image she projects.
When Lisa Countryman'’s sister arrives in
Tokyo, everyone involved in investigating
the disappearance is thrown by the dis-
covery that she’s black; Lisa turns out to
be adopted and half-black, half-Korean.
Tom’s fellow officers ‘at the embassy —
Benny, who is black, and Jorge. who is Chi-
cano — grumble endlessly (and, the novel
suggests, with some jusnfication) about
how their race prevents | them from getting
promoted. In this novel’s ‘American melt-
ing pot, racial identipe§ stubbomly persist,
and matter; on the other hdnd, they can’t
offer a definitive account of who anyone is.
Tom is used to being s *as‘ked “Where are
you from?” and * at’ are you"" This is
code, he believes, i‘or “You don’t leok likea
real American.”

.

The labyrmthine conventlons that

sertively individualistic, the
Japanese a conformist commu-
nity hidebound by tradition. Be-
neath the surface of American

MICHELLE MCDOMNALD

Don Lee, whose characters wrestle with questions of race
and identity in his first novel, ‘“‘Country of Origin.”

to be moved from his shaming position at
the dreaded window desk in the office,
wishing he weren’t stamped as a loser by
the stigma of divorce. Whether he likes it
or not, however, he’s an embodiment of a
Japan in the throes of profound change.
There's a touching moment when Ken-
zo burns a bundle of reeds on the walkway
outside his apartment, a residual gesture
that halfheartedly stands in for the full rit-
ual of the Buddhist Festival of the Dead;
it’s not worth going home to the city of his
ancestors because he deesn’t know anyone
there anymore. He's mistaken, too, about

_the identity of a boy he thinks must be his

son. In Japan, as in America, identity is
being shaken loose from traditional moor-
ings. Kenzo’s obsession with noise — he
changes apartments to get away from the
whir of an air-conditioner, only to find him-
self tormented by the grinding
motor of his new refrigerator
— reflects his quest for a lost
perfect peace and wholeness
that can’t really exist any
longer in his contemporary
troubled city.

‘““Country of Origin’’ does-
n’t altogether deliver on the
promise of this interesting ma-
terial. It has all the right ingre-
dients for a thriller: a missing
girl, a variety of suspects, two
men on the case, entangle-
ments in high places and a tour
through some of the more
bizarre aspects of the Tokyo
sex trade. It's a good idea
structurally, tco, that the ac-
count of Lisa’s months in
Japan leading up to her disap-
pearance is woven into the nar-
rative of the search for her;
this takes us into some fasci-
nating locales and also under-
scores our urgent need to find
out what has happened to her.
But the unraveling plot isn’t
built with the right degree of
ingenious tight fit. The few sur-
prises aren’t surprising or con-
vincing enough; the final twist
in Lisa’s search for her roots, a
nice curiosity in itself, doesn’t
feel adequately momentous to
carry, as it must, the emotion-
al weight of our loss and our
discovery.

confidence, though, lurks extra-
ordinary anxiety about identity.
Tom Hurley, the young official assigned to
Lisa’s case, is half-white and half-Korean,
but he habitually lies and says he’s Hawai-
ian, “a declaration of racial neutrality.”

Harmless enough: but the lies. once they ve B

begun. accumulate. . ..
"When Tom begins an affair with Julia

the American wife of a Japanese C.LA.op-:
erative also attached to the embassy, he -
can’t stop himself from telling her, falsely, -
.Lee’s prose habituate ‘the reader to a
"-Japanese perception of whites as dubious
-‘gaijin who emanate a ‘‘butter stink’’. from
“.eating too much dairy. Kenzo Ota, per-
- haps the most sympathetic of the central
“.characters, * is :a’ conventlonal enough
middle-aged Japanese detective. ‘longing

that in Hawaii he was a top surfer and that

heis a graduate of U.C.L.A." Meanwhile, -
Julia lets him beheve, wrongly, in the old-_.

Tessa l-ladley is the author of two novels."t

“Accidents in’ the Home" and “Everythlng

NEw Tork T—eS Book @RV~

govern Japanese society start to seem
fairly transparent by comparison —
although there’s no sentimentality about

. 'those, either. Lee stresses the unapolo-

getic, institutionalized racial exclusivity
of the Japanese, from high school girls

.. giggling at an African on the subway to a -
. maternity nurse’s casual talk -of how
‘mixed-race babies have *polluted’ -the

planet. The Japanese words scattered in

Ferer N

Lee never quite finds a
comfortable register for the
novel’s language, which has a secondhand,
superficial quality: “She had never had
the audience of such an elegant, good-
looking man before, and the wonderful
thing was that he seemed interested in
her.”” And there is not much evidence of an
effort to remake perception freshly “in

words. People walk off “briskly.‘" Julia’s

“:singing performance is *‘rousing’ -and

“soulful” and at the end of it Tom is “‘al-

ready half in love with her.””-This isn't a - .

genre narrative where well-worn phrases

..become a stylistic cholce; the sentences

‘instead seem slack and loose. Whatever

- power a novel hasto move us, and to make
i the

actwords chosen. = @ "l gl

Foo 9
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A Gold Medal for Brutality

Today’s Olympics are tame next to the ancient Games

BY MICHAEL MEYER
HE GAMES BEGIN. LET US
brace ourselves for an unprece-
dented orgy of commercialism,
jingoistic hype, logistical chaos
and hubristic athleticism. Oops.
Unprecedented? Not quite. As it turns out,
the Olympics have always embodied such
dubious attributes—starting in 776 B.C.

That’s the picture Tony Perrottet draws
in “Naked Olympics™ (214 pages. Random
House)—so titled because the original com-
petitions were held in the nude. Laying
bare the quaint myth of the ancient Games
as a purist Arcadian rite, Perrottet evoca-
tively re-creates the Olympics as the bac-
chanalian extravaganza it was. Even in an-
tiquity, the Games drew spectators from
around the world—some 40,000, from as
far away as Spain and the Black Sea, who
marched for days from Athens or the port of
Piraeus to remote Olympia, 400 kilometers
away in the southern Peloponnesus. Await-
ing them was basically ... nothing.

Yes, there was the famed Temple of
Zeus, and the stadium. But Olympic infra-
structure, as we moderns call it? The sky
was your roof and the fields your bed.
When the eager throngs of fans arrived,
they simply flung their belongings down
and set up camp. For the next five swelter-
ing days, Olympia would become a teeming
tent city. The smoke of cooking fires hung
over everything. Rivers dried up, and there

was little water. Dehydrated spectators
dropped like flies. There was dysentery,
fever and plagues of biting insects. (Instead

S
of the ceremonial lighting of the Olympic \ . trayal and the search for identity.

torch—an innovation from the 1933 Games
in Nazi Germany—organizers offered sacri-
fices to “Zeus Averter of Flies.”) “Not for
nothing does our word chaos derive from
the ancient Greek,” writes Perrottet. “With
its lack of basic sanitation, the OQlympic fes-
tival was the Woodstock of antiquity.”

The Games themselves more resembled
entertainment from “Blade Runner” than
the almost effete competitions of today.
Running, jumping and spear-chucking
were hot, of course. But so were chariot-
racing and the hoplitodromia, a sprint in full
armor. The long jump, we learn, was per-
formed with weights to the accompani-
ment of flute music. Then there was the
savage pankration—essentially a mob mud-
fight, with the winner being the last man
standing. Only eye gouging was banned.
More brutish participants would snap op-
ponents’ fingers or tear out their intestines.

Without question, the athletes were a
colorful lot. Stars paraded around in lion
skins, like Hercules, brandishing clubs and
engaging in prodigious feats of gluttony—
consuming, say, a small bull in a single sit-
ting. Nor did their exploits go unrewarded.
Those crowned with the laurel at Olympia
were treated as demigods forever after, and
rewarded in the here and now with splen-
did villas and amphorae of olive oil—as
good as cash, and lots of it.

No wonder the ancient Olympics ran un-
interrupted, every four years on the second
full moon after the summer solstice, for near-
ly 1,200 years. Who could stay away? [ |

Our Critics
Steer You

Straight

/;untry of Ongln by Don Lee . /
" fit’s 1980, and Lisa Coumryman, an exatic
young American, § goes| mlssmg in Tolgyd. She
had been working as a hostess at an ¢ gswe
" bar, clalmmg to be doing research
on Japanese women for
her dissertation. But Lisa, |3
half Asian and half black, -ig
has a secretagenda, . i
which becomes clear only - 1
late in the book. Almost all -
the characters—including
ajunior U.S. diplomat -
assigned to her case and -
a Japanese cop on her trail— have comple
issues with race. ln this mnovativ
set on the eve of Japan 'S economic. ,Les,
a Korean-American who.grew up'in Tokyo ‘and
eoul, tells a poignant stery of prejudice, be-
.,fKAY 1701

The Generatlon of ‘Uchlra and :

‘Osoro’ by Yasuko Nakamura . -

'n Japan, fiigh- schnul girls have
numerous fads, fncludmg Tamagotch extra-
haggy white socks and text messugmg

iy 2., Nobody knows them better

th an Nakamura, Tokyo s teen-

% during her 18- ye career.
This collection of éssays; = -
publishedin Japanese, re< .-
** veals some of thelr girl talkc

(tha title refersto slangwords -
uchira, or “we, and osorg, meaning. "Iy the
same design”); how they spend theirdays -

: (karaoke) what they treasure (cell. phnnes) .

thas alwaysh been Musley’s in
to write the social hxstory of o
Los Angeles through the'eyes -
of a black private detective.-
But who knew he would doit ~ BB
so well? “Little Scarlet, the .
‘eighth novel in the series, .
takes place in the aftermath of
the Watts riots in 1965, when : |8
Easy Rawlins tries to find a ;
- white man suspected of rnurdering a
black woman. This is a page turner that |
the question: how many different ways are -
there to define heartbreak? We lost count
about halfway through. -MALCOLM JONES
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enchantment next door, attaches

Brauudwe SLUUENT I kngisn at tne university of Awar has just ended. But men

} ILLUSTRATION/GREG MABLY : Comypiled by John Freeman

. " herself to Bel. She becomes a photog-
i /On the Revolutions of Heavenly Spheresby  Kansas, his bossy girlfriend, a dry-docked Ve- ﬁﬁ'gﬁ&;‘:}ﬁ‘}; rapher, a maker of bright images.
: [Nicolaus] Copernicus. I brought it withmeon  netjan gondola on an estate in Uruguay, and = | scores. Weare inafarmhousesome- ~ _Bel rerts apowerful spetlon al
; » . X . ' g where, In this share th :
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X openi » : : on herself, hidingina holebeneatha  HRAlly outlives )
around to opening the boo ropean author..Ithmlfthat he s one of the. e heneat®  not her last performance.
i most gifted fiction writers at work today.” hidden and silent until the activity
| : above her has finished. Thatactivity ~ Barbara Fisher is a freelance critic
P results inthemurder ofher father ~ who lives in New York.

Dazed and confuséd in a perilous Tokyo underworld

Country of Origin
ByDonlee -
Norton, 315 PP~ $24.95

By Roberta Silman
In his first novel, “Country of
Origin,” Don Lee continues to ex-

- plore the plight of those born of

mixed race, which he began in his
prize-winning story collection,
“Yellow.” In this mystery, which

- begins in 1980, in Tokyo, a 24-

year-old named Lisa Countryman
goes on a strange date with an
older man, is disillusioned, more
than a little drunk, and through
her own carelessness dies. That’s
what the reader knows.

‘What the other characters are

. left with is her disappearance,

and the tension in the novel
builds around the search for her,
alive or dead. Those on the case
are Tom Hurley, a junior officer at
the US Embassy born of a Korean
mother and a white American sol-
dier, and Kenzo Ota, a has-been
Japanese detective, one of the
“window people,” demoted to a

window in his office, away from

BosTesS GLoBE

all the action.

As the novel unfolds we learn
that Lisa came to Japan to teach
English and, because of various
misfortunes, ended up in working
in the sex trade, finally landing in
the classy Rendezvous Club. Here
Lisa, literally, finds her voice, be-
comes a desired “date,” falls in
love, and begins to travel with
powerful Japanese executives and
the CIA agents who spook them.
One of these agents, slowly re-
vealed to be the linchpin, is Vin-
cent Kitamura; he is also of mixed
race (Japanese and white Ameri-
can), has several names, and is
married to Julia Tinsley, a white
American as tinselly as her name.

In the first third of the book
there is too much fussing with
plot; more is told than shown, and
too many of the characters seem
superficial and off-putting. At first
I thought Lee had fallen into the
same trap as Dean Kim in.“Yel-
low;” whose “head still swam with
delight at the first hint of a frame-
up or a double-cross.” Or that he
was sidetracked by sex. There is a
tedious slog through the Japanese

sex trade with the excuse that this
is where Lisa worked, and most of
the sex in this book has a cold,
“professional” tinge, as Julia puts
it. Yet Lee knows how to write and
he surely knows that the reader
has to have someone to root for.

What keeps the reader going
until Lee hits his stride is Kenzo, a
clumsy yet lovable character, rem-
iniscent of Nabokov’s Pnin, with
his overly acute hearing, his long-
ing for a normal life, his bumbling
attempts at love, and his mistaken
conclusions about Lisa’s quest. He
is a wonderful creation, Lee at his
best. The writing in those pas-
sages is relaxed, funny, and com-
passionate. We feel Kenzo's loneli-
ness as he courts his landlady,
tails the fat biracial boy he thinks
is his son, tries to sort out Lisa’s
“research,” and lives with his dis-
appointments and failures.

As the writing becomes more
assured, the rest of the characters
become more rounded and sym-
pathetic. When we see Lisa em-
barking on a quest for her biologi-
cal mother, trying to change her
penchant for bad luck, and falling

Aue s, 20ty
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DON LEE

in love with a man she knows as
David Saito, we realize how diffi-
cult it has been for her to live in
skin that looks white but is really
half-Asian and half-black. Soon
we begin to understand the terri-
ble truth of what it means to be bi-
racial in a country as homoge-
neous as Japan. Lisa’s search for
her biological mother reveals the
shameful waysiKoreans were

treated in Japan, during and after
World War II, and becomes heart-
breaking when she finds herself
face to face with the woman who
delivered her.

Lee, who has lived in Tokyo,
knows the Japanese, with all their
foibles and illusions. He portrays
them as unhealthily interested in
sophomoric sex, convinced of
their uniqueness, and possessed
of what they call mono no aware,
“the Japanese penchant for poign-
ancy and sadness” He knows the
ins and outs of their systems of
bribery and power just as inti-
mately as he knows the goings on
of the CIA and the US Foreign
Service, and the book is interest-
ing for its details about both
groups.

But beneath the surface of this
novel are those nagging and eter-
nal questions: How deep the de-
sire to belong really is, how vul-
nerable the mixed-race individual
feels as soon as he realizes what

he is, and how that vulnerability

affects all kinds of choices. Here is

Tom, musing:
“He lay awake in bkd. ... He

had not put up a single decora-
tion, not acquired a single souve-
nir. ... This was how he had al-
ways lived, how he had grown up.
. . . He realized it was also a means
of self-protection. If he avoided
staying in one place too long, if he
avoided relying on someone to be.
there with him, to accept him for
what he was and wasn'’t, to look
upon him with complete devo-
tion, he would never get hurt.”

At the end of the book, Lisa is
dreaming about the hope of
America, “a land where all was
possible.” And she thinks, “We are
orphans, all of us. ... And this is
our home.” Yet that’s too easy, and
Lee knows it. As I closed this fine
novel I was reminded of a quota-
tion from Paul Scott, who knew
his share about exile and alien-
ation: “A country was a state of
mind and a man could properly
exist only in his own.”

Perhaps that is all any of us can
hopefor. -

Roberta Silman’s most recent
novel is “Beginning the World
Again: A Novel of Los Alamos,”
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Country of Origin
By Don Lee

Norton, 306 pages, $24.95

In 1980, a young American woman of mixed racial background travels to Japan, ostensibly on a quest to
complete research for a doctoral dissertation. Once she arrives in Tokyo she disappears.

That's the central matter of Don Lee's engrossing first novel, "Country of Origin.” Lisa Countryman, the
main figure around whom all of the action swirls, is an enigmatic figure, especially to herself. Born in
Japan in dire circumstances, adopted by a black American airman and his wife and raised in the U.S.,
she was cursed and razzed most of her childhood because of her indeterminate racial characteristics.

The ferocity of this bias against her eased off when she reached puberty, when she began to be taken
for Italian or Israeli or Hawaiian, American Indian--"something,” Lee writes, "some sort of exotic dark
mixture, but not really dark . . . not—God forbid--black."

When Countryman travels to her native Japan, she finds herself up against another sort of wall made of
bias. The Japanese, insular and overtly racist, keep putting stumbling blocks in her path as she tries to
figure out some of the main questions that have haunted her since her childhood: Who is her real
mother? What are her true origins? Where did she come from? Where is she going?

The reader becomes caught up in some of these same questions as Lee conspires to make an engaging
mystery out of the questing, somewhat disturbed young woman's sojourn in modern Tokyo. Though we
witness her awful, pathetic death rather early in the unfolding of the story, we have to read on for quite a
while, traveling back in time to get to know her. And she becomes quite an intriguing and lively character.

We follow her half-hearted attempts to do research about Japan's sexual underworld and pity her when
she becomes romanced, and then enticed, by this way of life. We worry terribly about her when she joins
the staff of Rendezvous as a high-class escort, and again when she hooks up with David Saito, a

http://www.chicagotribune.com/features/booksmags/chi-0406190019jun20,1,260986.story 6/21/2004
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Japanese-American CIA agent attached to the American Embassy. (By this time in the story we've
already encountered the agent's photographer wife, Julia, who is having an enervating affair with Tom
Hurley, a young half-Korean, half-white American diplomat who, ironically, is heading up the investigation
of Countryman's disappearance, along with a somewhat sluggish but determined Japanese police
detective named Kenzo Ota.)

All this makes up, among other things, a nicely textured travelogue of Tokyo's underlife, all a swirl of
action, a whirl of love and sex and race and politics, local and international, with an interesting mix of
characters and subplots.

Following Countryman's trail is a dark task. But along the way we encounter some bitterly comic scenes
in which we witness the monstrous pathology of Japanese middle-class sexual mores. Lee has done his
research about the rituals and zany delusions of Tokyo sex clubs (my bizarre favorite was the X-rated
routine in which businessmen out on an alcoholic tear take up magnifying glasses "for a scrupulous
examination,” as Lee puts it, of the nether parts of the strippers at a club called the Red New Art).

But the real X-rated material here is Lisa Countryman's desperate search for identity and the embedded
racism of the culture in which she stumbles along in her search. Don Lee has made a plain-spoken novel
about origins and destinations that succeeds rather effectively in dramatizing all sorts of questions about
where we have come from and where we are going.

Copyright © 2004, Chicage Tribune

>> Save 47% off the newsstand price - Subscribe to the Chicago Tribune

Home | C ight and terms of service | Privacy policy | Subscribe | Contact us | Archives | Advertise

Escape now with great travel savings. &5 DPMERT e
Roll over to explore helow. w ' P Howt hept Semoct m Do
flights / hmeiill.{‘ cars / vacation packages Save Now »»

http://www.chicagotribune.com/features/booksmags/chi-0406190019jun20,1,260986.story 6/21/2004



NWsource: Event review

o
z
-
w
-
I
a
w
>
a
a

The Seattle Times Company

factory specials avaiable.
inlestern Washington

seattlapi.com | NWclassifieds | NWsource | seattle

Page 1 of 3

i

raprasenting the Seattla Post-Inteligencer WEDNESDAY, August 04, 2004 [SPYTS s aTyseetmem
Nwsource |
your account | contact us Advanced search
HOME MUSIC & NIGHTLIFE RESTAURANTS MOVIES THEATER & ARTS SHOPPING OUTDOORS TRAVEL |
Review
August »

S MTWTF S

1 2 3 45 6 7 REVIEWS & PREVIEWS

8 9 10 11 12 13 14 The Seattle Times

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 (The SeattleTlmes

22 23 24 25 26 27 28 |y

29 30 31 seattletimes.com
Cultural dislocation, intrigue in a sinister Tokyo
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aveyees . By John Freeman
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Mare browse options
Sophia Coppola's film "Lost in
= Translation” spun a lyrical tale of two
A types =1 Americans suffering circadian meltdown
[City of Seattie ~] in modem-day Tokyo. Washed up in
that same city in 1980, the characters in

Jatl neighborhoods ~_~|  Don Lee's atmospheric debut novel,
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"Country of Origin" (Norton, 315 pp.,
$24.95), have it even rougher.

Being of mixed race but looking native,
they fall prey to a kind of cultural
vertigo. They almost blend into the
mainstream with their Asiatic looks and
their near-fluent Japanese, only to
discover they are not accepted. The
backwash of this experience is a
nagging sense of betrayal. ] Lot :
B MICHELLE MCDONAL|
Don Lee Is a third-generation Korean
American who grew up in Seoul and

i L

In his debut short-story collection,

"Yellow," Lee wrote about this feeling Tokyo.
with a plangent realism. "Country of
Origin" is an altogether darker and more  gyper tinks

thrilling book, one full of danger, crime,

CIA operatives and sex workers. (] search event listings

As the action opens, an American woman named Lisa Countryman goes
missing, and men from the police and diplomatic service fan out to find her. This
search zigzags from downtown shop-fronts to the seedy red-light district — the
last resort for unemployed American women. If this were a movie, Coppola
senior — not his daughter — would be the director.

A lesser writer might lose control of such a story, turning it into pulp or, worse,
some kind of half-baked noir. But Lee is a polished and extremely diligent writer,
his focus first and foremost on his characters.

http://www.nwsource.com/ae/scr/nws_rev.cfm?id=11096&rtype=e
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There's Tom Hurley, an arrogant Korean-American foreign-service officer who
crabwalks into an affair with a blue-blooded American who happens to be
married to a CIA mole.

There's Kenzo Ota, an obsessive-compulsive Japanese cop who, like Tom, is
tasked with the job of finding this missing American. Finally, there's Lisa, who
flits and floats through the story like a ghost, an example of the dangers of total
rootlessness.

A third-generation Korean American who grew up in Seoul and Tokyo, Lee
demonstrates an intimate knowledge of how cultural labels can be both slipshod
and stubborn. Many of the characters in this book do not want to be seen as
fretting over their identity, yet the need constantly to explain who they are to the
locals is beginning to wear on them.

Visiting the American military base in Okinawa where she grew up, Lisa — who
is half black, half Japanese — feels a strange lack of connection. The officer
taking her around immediately picks up on this emotion:

"You look sad ... Don't be sad. | see this all the time. You're feeling a little lost
these days. You were hoping, since you were here, that visiting would give you
a little insight, the whole Roots, Kunta Kinte thing. But the problem is you're a
Navy brat, a Third Culture Kid. Every base was exactly like the last one. Like |
said, | see it a lot. It's a common syndrome."”

The syndrome may be common, but it's still unsettling. In fact, in spite of their
jaded panache, many of the characters in this book yearn for a sense of
belonging. It is this desire which makes Tokyo feel aimost homey to them.

A city nearly rebuilt from the ground up after the firebombing of World War i,
Tokyo almost accepts the characters' jumbled past. It wraps them in a cloak of
strangeness and hurries them along. This lonely limbo — not America proper —
is Tom and Lisa's true country of origin.

Lee is wise, then, to spend a good deal of this longish novel making Tokyo
come alive. Unlike David Mitchell's "Number8dream,” or, say, one of Haruki
Murakami's novels, Lee's Tokyo is not a 21st-century drug-and-light show. His is
an altogether older and more sinister city, one where the Japanese mafia runs
the places that make the money, and police forces operate more like a fraternity
than a security outfit.

The city's patina of modernity sits lightly on top of all this. With "Country of
Origin,” Don Lee slowly peels back this prettified skin to reveal Tokyo's
unbeautiful underbelly, and the sad souls who truly find themselves lostin
translation there.

RADVERTISING
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ChckIHaaY ")} Racial identity is key to this tricky, intelligent first novel by Ploughshares editor Don
Lee.

By Carlo Wolff

Its affectless title, a kind of pun, cleverly
evokes the deadpan style of Lee's

complicated portrayal of intertwined lives “"COUNTRY OF ORIGIN"
in 1980 Tokyo. By Don Lee
Norton ($24.95)

The novel pivots on the death of military
brat Lisa Countryman, a Berkeley student ostensibly doing research in Tokyo.

Click here for
Consumer
Interest Rates

Using narrative overlap and flashback, Lee spins a yarn that is as much a mystery as a
meditation.

On the surface, it's an exploration of the Tokyo demimonde, focusing on clubs and

— post-gazette.com "love hotels," where businessmen indulge in nonconformist pleasures.
Headlines
by E-mail Lisa's research leads her to a brief, doomed career in these clubs.

Her quest is compelling, and Lee generally tells the story well. At times, however, the
book feels overstuffed, and the explanation for what happened to Lisa -- apparently,
she was caught in a nefarious business deal - seems too little, too late.

Still, the story has good bones and Lee's treatment of race is fascinating. This is a novel
of color in more ways than one.

Tom Hurley, the U.S. Embassy functionary charged with finding out what happened to
Lisa, is a kind of mirror image of her. Like Lisa, he's racially mixed. But at least
Hurley knows where he comes from; Lisa doesn't, and the "research" she does into
Japanese mores is actually her investigation into her origin.

Kenzo Ota, a Tokyo policeman depressed by his divorce and stuck in his career, gives
the book resonance, stability and narrative drive. Ota is not only uncomplicated and
racially secure, he's funny and occasionally touching, unlike any other character.

http://www.post-gazette.com/pg/04242/368907.stm 8/30/2004
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The three stories interlock, giving the novel urgency.

None of the relationships is straightforward. Lisa Countryman does the sexual duty her
courtesan-like job requires and falls in love with a Japanese businessman named David
Saito (or is it Vincent Kitamura?)

Hurley enters into an affair with Julia Tinsley, a postcard-pretty photographer who's
married to Kitamura (or is it Saito?)

And Ota, eager to rekindle his career and his sexuality, enters into a relationship with
his landlady, Keiko Saotome, a love counselor on the side.

Ultimately, the relationships balance. They even make sense, and the mystery of Lisa's
death is nailed down, though whether it was a murder remains an open question.

Otherwise, there is closure, if not comfort. The world since 1980, as seen through
Hurley's eyes, "was a much meaner place now, more superficial, more corruptible.
There were scandals, but nothing was really scandalous, because the worst things
imaginable happened every day and were immediately packaged into entertainment.
No one seemed to have any innocence left to lose."

Lisa Countryman is an innocent who had much more than innocence to lose. By
hinging this story on her brief, unhappy and disturbingly colorful life, Lee has crafted a
mystery-plus, artfully intertwining social issues and personality.

(Carlo Wolff is a freelance writer from Cleveland.)
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'AN UNFINISHED

SEASON’
Ward Just o
Novel (Houghton Mifflin, $24)
Ward Just contin-
ues to expand his
storytelling be-
yond his celebrat-
ed Washington,
D.C.,, political nov-
els with this beau-
tifully languid,

e emotionally in-
tense tale of Wils Ravan, a 19-
year-old growing up fast in 1950s
Illinois. Ravan’s father owns a
printing business; a middle-class
striver, his rise is hobbled by
his employees’ decision to strike.
Wils rebels quietly, attending the
University of Chicago (“the
hotbed of American socialism,”
says Dad) and working as a
'newspaper copyboy. He also falls
in love with Aurora, a girl whose
sexiness is her piercing wit and
soignée reserve. Her fatheris a
famous Freudian psychologist,
the sort of worldly fellow es-
teemed by colleagues as well as
Marlon Brando. As usual with
Just, political events (Joe Mc-
Carthy’s witch hunts and the Ko-
rean War) shape human ones.
But it is the intricate contrasts
between the fathers and their
children, young aduits who exult
and err in love, that give Season
a melancholy lushness tempered
by a fierce, unforgiving realism.
A —Ken Tucker

Editor's
Choice

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

Don Lee
First Novel (Norton, $24.95)

Lee, longtime editor
of the literary jour-
nal Ploughshares,
has written an ele-
gant and haunting
debut. Like many good stories,
it hinges on a taut plot and
then widens in concentric cir-
cles to become a novel of ideas.

82 JULY 16, 2004

When an Amencan woman ‘who
has been working in Tokyo's
“hostess” clubs disappears, an
alienated policeman and an expat
diplomat set out to find her.
Shuttling between the formal
society of Japan and its free-
wheeling nightlife, Country of
Origin concerns nationality and
place, ultimately suggesting
that even the most disenfran-
chised can find a sense of self.
A= —Rebecca Ascher-Walsh

SHOOT THE MOON
Billle Letts
Novel (Warner, $24)

In the spirit of her
1996 best-seller

Letts delivers a ten-
der yarn of finding
one’s identity in a rural Okla-
homa replete with single moth-
ers, eccentric townsfolk, and
multiple Wal-Mart references. A
man arrives in the sleepy town of
DeClare looking for the woman
who put him up for adoption. The
stranger turns out to be Nicky
Jack, the baby boy who went
missing after his mother was
brutally murdered nearly 30
years prior. Suddenly, DeClare
stirs with reawakened memories
of an unsolved mystery. Though
the unfolding whodunit never
quite meshes with Nicky Jack’s
journey of self-discovery, Letts
writes with such earnestness and
local color that you don’t mind
extending your stay to see how it
all turns out. B= —Allyssa Lee

ALL THE CENTURIONS
Robert Leucl

Memoir (Morrow, $24.95)

In his grizzled author
;‘,v! photo, Leuci still
LY looks a little like a
longer-haired Treat
5] Williams, who played
the truth-telhng NYPD narcotics
cop in 1981's Prince of the City.

Before he ever plcked up a guttar', Graham Nash was an

avid photographer This 1970 Nell Young image and 30 years
of St!lls-ﬂ[led stllls are collected ln Eye to Eye (Steldl 380)

This memoir is his own account-
ing of his ascension through the
ranks and his extraordinary or-
deal as he—occasionally working
alongside future mayor Rudy
Giuliani—helped blow the lid off
corruption in New York’s crimi-
nal justice system. Here, though,
the movie-friendly story of Leu-
ci’s whistle-blowing bogs down in
slack pacing and too many
names. What really sings is the
more familiar yet punchily as-
sembled first part of the book, as
young Leuci (a.k.a. “Babyface”)
busts dopers, cultivates inform-
ants, and struggles against
succumbing to “the collective
nervous breakdown of the sys-
tem.” B —Gregory Kirschling

TALES TO ASTONISH

Ronin Ro :
Nonfiction (Bloomsbury, 32[4.95)

W.S As comics’ longtime
e wms“ cultural ambassador,
former Marvel hon-
cho Stan Lee is famil-
_'_\‘é iar to many. The as-
tonishing part of journalist Ro’s
tale is that the late artist Jack
Kirby, who in the '60s created the

Hulk, the Fantastic Four, and

e e e e At e piey cemet e

numerous other characters with
Lee, is not only unknown to the
mainstream, but often was the
doormat of a work-for-hire in-
dustry he helped define like no
other artist. Though relatively
light on analysis of Kirby’s mus-
cular style and why it was so
influential, the book compellingly
depicts the codependent rela-
tionship between the charismatic
Lee and the rough-edged Kirby,
as well as Kirby'’s retirement-
age struggles to get a fairer re-
turn on work that netted his
employers millions. The story
packs as much pathos as any of
the duo’s signature supersagas.
B+ —Tbm Russo

CRUISERS

Craig Nova
Novel (Shaye Areheart, $24)

§ A dedicated state
trooper and a lonely
computer technician
TR stumble unawares
toward a violent
confrontation in Nova’'s ambi-
tious, multilayered novel. While
Russell Boyd patrols the Ver-
mont highways by night and
grapples with his girlfriend’s
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Don Lee

Country of Origin

( Norton )

‘Country’' a masterful mix of mystery, racial analysis
Review by Rob Mitchell

Sunday. July 18, 2004

Lisa Countryman is a young biracial American. Lured by Tokyo's strange
and unsettling nightlife, she finds work as a hostess in one of the city's
shadowy sex clubs. When she mysteriously disappears, her sister draws
the American embassy and the Japanese police into the case. HERALD INTERACTIVE TOOLS

On the surface, the story linesounds like a fast-paced tale of intrigue
and suspense - and it is. But in the cool, confident hands of Cambridge dﬁ View Text Version
writer Don Lee, author of the short story collection **Yellow," it is much

more. As might be expected from the editor of Boston-based literary Email to a Friend
joumnal **Ploughshares,” **Country of Origin" is a smoothly written, I Subscribe to the Boston Herald

carefully crafted, contemplative novel of race, identity and Japanese
social conventions.

Lee is a third-generation Korean-American who, as the son of a career State Department officer, spent
his childhood in Tokyo and Seoul. Most of Lee's principal characters are of mixed heritage, half-this and half-
that, uncertain about their racial identity, confused as to loyalty. Lisa Countryman was born to a Japanese
woman. Her unknown father was of muddied origins and she was adopted by an African-American couple.
Under the pretext of writing a dissertation on Japanese bar girls, she's groping for her own heritage.

Tom Hurley, a junior officer at the American embassy, is half-Korean and half-white but tells people he's
Hawaiian. The son of a Gl from South Boston, Hurley tempts fate by pursuing a love affair with the wife of an
important CIA officer.

Kenza Ota is the Japanese police investigator assigned to the case. Divorced, lonely and struggling for
his self-esteem, he is desperately seeking the respect of his colleagues.

Ordinary people with small strengths and debilitating flaws, Lee's characters are complex and lifelike.
They live and work in a Tokyo that is dense, atmospheric, orderly and gritty. Particularly sympathetic is Ota,
the Japanese cop, who learns that the worst thing one person can do to another is to awaken his loneliness,
to remind him of his need for other people.

Without inhibition, Lee addresses the sensitive issues of racial homogeneity in Japan, and the country's
racism toward blacks and Koreans. Dark and tense, the novel also has its lighter moments, such as when
Lee describes the Japanese penchant for simulation and imitation - a fake indoor beach, a faux commuter
train where the strap-hangers indulge in simulated groping.

The narrative's shortfall is that Lee's prose is so seamless and restrained that certain revelations lack the
dramatic energy of a commercial thriller. As Lee works the variations on the theme of what it means to be of
mixed heritage, it is the substance and content of his characters and their crisscrossing lives that take center
stage.

Rob Mitchell hosts the radio talk show *‘Pages to People," which airs on WBNW-AM and WPLM-AM.

http://theedge.bostonherald.com/bookReviews/view.bg?articleid=288 7/28/2004
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By KATHERINE
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. POWERS

- The intoxicating embrace of a good read

o T

The single disagreeable thing
about reading books for a living is
that one cannot surrender to books
as one did when one had horrible
jobs from which books offered the
only certain escape. In those days
reading was an animal pleasure,
pure and unprofitable, and finding a
“good read” was the object of life. A
“good read” is a book that possesses
one completely, a book that one
cannot put down except to stave off
for a while the terrible moment
when the last page is turned. Maybe I
will never feel that grip so fully
again, but I can still identify books
that would have done the trick be-
fore I lost my innocence.

In fiction the qualities essential to
a good read are generous portions of
character, character development,
and plot; a palpable sense of place
and material reality; reoccurrences
of situations and quirks that become
an inside joke between writer and
reader; some seriousness — though
not solemnity — of purpose; and,
above all, consistency and follow-
through. You have to trust your
writer not to let you down: not
change the tacit rules of the narrative
or simply be sloppy. He must not
disobey the laws of nature or time.
He mustn’t cry wolf more than once
or twice, or trump up spuricus mo-
tives. And he will never be forgiven
for simply calling it a day, leaving a
mess of loose ends at theend. An
excellent example of a recent novel
that could have been a good read if
the author had attended to his re-
sponsibilities is “Bangkok Tattoo,”
by John Burdett (Knopf, $24). The
book conveys a foreign place and
material circumstances extremely
well, It has characters galore, some
fairly consistent. It is replete with
incidents and complications, but to
call them a “plot” would be going too
far. The story is all over the map,
literally, and its ending is implausi-
ble, inadequate, and annoying.

4
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(Norton, $13.95). Before I was 50
pages in I knew that I had in my
hand the genuine article. Setin
Japan in 1980, the novel possesses
an exquisite sense of place and ma-
terial detail. It also manages to sus-
tain three fully fleshed main charac-
ters. There is Tom Hurley, an
American Foreign Service officer of
mixed race: half white, half Korean.
Tom is callow and given to exagger-
ating his accomplishments and
exotic origins, and, as a result, finds
himself in an excruciating pickle.
There is Kenzo Ota, a Japanese
policeman, divorced, lonely, neuras-
thenic, and a master of misunder-
standing. His ability to misread
what's going on around him is both
poignant and vastly entertaining.
Finally there is Lisa Countryman, an
American graduate student, also of
mixed race: partly black, partly
Asian, partly . . . who knows? She
has come to Japan to investigate her
origins and has gone missing.

The novel possesses a central core
that, put simply, is the conundrum of
race, of mixed race, especially. In her
relationship with the world, Lisa
knows that she is “never black
enough, or Oriental enough, or white

enough, and everyone always felt
deceived if she didn't announce her
ethnic taxonomy immediately upon
meeting them, as if not doing so
were a calculated sin of omission, as
if she were trying to pass.” Lee’s
extraordinary astuteness of observa-
tion and skill in showing the ways
the problem of race plays out are two
reasons the book is so thoroughly
satisfying. Others are that the novel
positively teems with adroitly con-
jured lesser characters, and every-
one’s doings and foibles intersect
marvelously. Ota’s misunderstand-
ings, particularly, are deftly woven in
throughout, opening up wonderfully
absurd little chambers in the plot.
This is a splendid book and a good
read of the first water.

The nonfiction good read is usu-
ally history or biography. Memoir,
autobiography, and travel are, if we
insist on facts being facts, branches
of fiction, and the rest of nonfiction
simply hasn’t the power to transport
most people. Two books I push re-
lentlessly as representing the quint-
essence of the nonfiction good read

are David McCullough'’s “The Great

Bridge: The Epic Story of the Build-
ing of the Brookiyn Bridge” (Simon
& Schuster, paperback, $18) and
“Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi
Flood of 1927 and How It Changed
America,” by John M. Barry (Simon
& Schuster, paperback, $16). Both
possess the essential ingredients of
their fictional counterparts in the
realm of good reads: character, plot,
vividly rendered material detail, and
an evocation of another time and
place. Both just happen to make
natural forces and feats of civil engi-
neering comprehensible to the
meanest understanding and as
exciting as a horse race. Both include
considerations of social, economic,
and political arrangements and
conflicts that are dramatic and reve-
latory. .

“The Devil in the White City:

Murder, Magic, and Madness at the
Fair That Changed America,” by Erik
Larson (Vintage, paperback,
$14.95), though not quite the bril-
liant achievement that McCullough’s
and Barry’s books are, is still decid-
edly in the good-read category. Lar-
son tells the story of the conception
of the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893,
and of the design and building of the
“White City,” which was its material
incarnation. The account follows the
heroic efforts of architect Daniel
Burnham and landscape designer
Frederick Law Olmsted to change a
swamp on the edge of Lake Michigan
into an exposition that would sur-
pass the Paris Exposition Universelle
of 1889 with its galling Eiffel Tower.
The suspense is terrific as Larson
describes the brutal pressure of time;
the hideous interference, stalling,
and dissension of various commit-
tees; the clashes of vision; the gar-
gantuan logistical snarls; and natu-
ral disaster. Along with this,
conquering all, are miracles of deter-
mination, labor, and ingenuity. This
is the fair that introduced the Ferris
wheel — to say nothing of shredded
wheat and Cracker Jack. Running
parallel with this story is the maca-
bre one of a serial killer, a man of
such ruthless evil and cunning in
every department of life that he may
have no peer. Finally, Larson follows
the growing delusions of an Irish
immigrant and future assassin. The
three narrative strands and the
wealth of material detail, from the
stockyards to the dinner tables of the
elite, produce an extraordinary
picture of Chicago at its finest and
most ghastly hour. Clutching my
pencil all the way, I had almost for-
gotten its demands by book’s end.

Katherine A. Powers, a writer and
critic, lives in Cambridge. Her
column appears on alternate
Sundays. She can be reached by
e-mail at pow3@earthlink.net.
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A starred review indicates a book of out-
standing quality. A review with a blue-tint-
ed title indicates a book of unusual com-

mercial interest that hasn't received u starred
or boxed review.

HAD A GOOD TIME:
Stories from American Postcards
RoBERT OLEN BUTLER. Grove, $23 (267p)
ISBN 0-8021-1777-5
After years of collecting early 2oth-cen-
tury postcards, Pulitzer Prize-winning au-
thor Butler (A Good Scent from a Strange
Mountain) takes 15 choice missives as in-
spiration for his latest volume of short sto-
ries—an ambitious writing exercise that
even in his assured hands yields mixed re-
sults. The stories range in tone and sub-
stance, from the humor of “The Ironwork-
ers’ Hayride,” in which a man lusts for a
sassy suffragette despite her wooden leg
(“her mouth is a sweet painted butterfly”),
to the melancholy of “Carl and I,” about a
woman who pines for her consumptive hus-
band (“I breathe myself into my husband’s
life”). A few stories amount to little more
than vignettes or reveries: in “No Chord of
Music,” a woman takes her husband's car
for an empowering ride, and in “Sunday,”
an immigrant at Coney Island feels blessed
to be in America. Other postcards trigger
more fully realized stories. “Hurshel said he
had the bible up by heart and was fixing to
go preaching,” reads the card Butler takes as
his cue for “Up by Heart,” a funny tale that
addresses questions of faith and fundamen-
-talism. “My dear gallie... am hugging my
saddle horse. Best thing 1 have found in
S.D. to hug,” wrote a woman named Abba,
inspiring Butler’s poignant “Christmas
1910,” which evokes the loneliness of a
young woman homesteading on the Great
Plains. Though many stories are as slight as
the postcards themselves, the collection as
a whole adds up to a thoughtful commen-
tary on America at the dawn of a new cen-
tury: while some Americans were buoyed
by their confidence in technology and
progress, others, at the mercy of a disease-
ridden, hardscrabble existence, could trust
onlyin their faith in God. Agent, Kim With-
erspoon. (Aug.)

1

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN
Dox LEee. Norton, $24.95 (352p) ISBN 0-
393-05812-3
Ploughshares editor Lee uses the racial
homogeneity of Japan as a stark back-
drop to this elegant first novel, a follow-up
to his story collection, Yellow. Set in Tokyo

in 1980, the book centers on the disappear-

34 PuUBLISHERS WEEKLY « April 12, 2004

ance of Lisa Countryman,
a half-Japanese, half-black
Berkeley graduate student
who goes to Japan to re-
scarch the “sad, brutal
reign of conformity” for her §
dissertation and, perhaps ¥
more importantly, embark
on an identity quest. Her
mixed-race  background [
gives her an exotic beauty,
and after a teaching job falls
thrpugh, itlands her a job as
a hostess girl at a Tokyo men’s &
club. Echoes of Country- 7
man’s identity crisis ring §
through the lives of all the
characters affected by her dis-
appearance. When she van-
ishes, it is first brought to the
attention of Tom Hurley, a B
vain and careless junior
diplomat at the U.S. Em-
bassy who tells people he’s
Hawaiian, though he’s really
half-Korean and half-white.
The case is turned over to
Kenzo Ota, a glum, di-
vorced police inspector,
who spent three hard years
of his adolescence in Mis-
souri. Convinced that
Countryman’s case could
be just what he needs to put
his career back on track,
Ota resolves to find out what happened to
her. The story of Countryman’s time in
Japan and her efforts to learn who she is un-
folds parallel to Ota’s efforts to lcarn her
fate. Through the interlocking stories of
Ota, Countryman and Hurley, Lee dis-
courses on race, identity, the Japanese sex
trade, social conventions and law. Sharply
observed, at turns trenchantly funny and
heartbreakingly sad, this novel could be the
breakout book for Lee. Agent, Maria
Massie, Witherspoon Associates. (July)
Forecast: The novel's insights into the Japan-
ese sex industry make it a grittier counterpoint
to Memoirs of a Geisha, and its investiga-
tions of race and identity might, for some, re-
call White Teeth. Five-city author tour.

RIFT
Ricuarp Cox. Ballantine, $23.95 (256p)

4 ISBN 0-345-46283-1

Cox’s debut techno-thriller offers a far-
fetched plot, a fast-paced narrative and a
well-drawn protagonist. Cameron Fisher,
an unhappily married accountant fora tech
corporation, NeuroStor, is about to be fired

Monday on www.publishersweekly.com

when his younger boss offers
him a one-time opportunity:
participate in a high-risk sci-
entific project for the compa-
ny and receive $5 million.
Cameron agrees, as much for
the adventure as for the mon-
ey. The project will theoreti-
cally permit near-instanta-
neous human transport; and
sure enough, 45 minutes af-
ter he enters a booth at cor-
. porate HQ in Houston,
j Cameron emerges from

another at the Phoenix of-
-1 fice. Told to stick around
¢ for a couple of days, he
F meets his best friend, Tom.
" They go to a strip club
. £ where he is watched by two
¥ men and meets a dancer,
¢ Crystal, who somehow
ﬂ’ knows as much about the
. project he is participating in
" as he does. When the men
" follow Cameron and Tom to
a golf course that same after-
:+ noon, he knows something is
up; when they start shooting,

r
"
£

b1

A collection of poignant stories the murder ‘"}d éspronage-

by Erin McGraw (p. 36); atale  packed plot kicks into over-

of tangled love affairs by

Heather Skyler (p. 37). Jackets the protagonist, whose back-

by Mark Robinson & Georgia
Liebman.

drive. With the exception of

story is astutely related, the
characters are one-dimen-
sional (evil corporate execs, stripper with ap-
parent heart of gold, cranky computer ex-
pert). Cox has enough natural storytelling
skill to keep his audience hooked, but the
innumerable twists and turns test the read-
er’s patience. Teleportation is just the start-
ing point for a constantly morphing techno
plot that even Matrix fans might find
strained. Agent, Matt Bialer. (July)

DAY OF THE DEAD :
J.A. Jance. Morrow, $23.95 (384p) ISBN
0-688-13823-3
*]uncc's third suspense thriller to fea-
ture ex-sheriff Brandon Walker and
his family (after Hour of the Hunter and
Kiss of the Bees) deftly mixes Native Amer-
ican mythology with a harrowing plot. An
old Tohono O’odham woman, Emma
Orozco, asks Walker for help in solving the
brutal murder of her daughter, Roseanne,
who wasslain in 1970. Walker is able to take
on the challenge because of his member-
ship in TLC, The Last Chance, a privately
funded agency thatlooks into old, unsolved
crimes. This ingenious arrangement allows

New and Web-only reviews are available every
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COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

much like the rest of us. —Frank Sennett

*Lee, Don. Country of Origin. july 2004. 352p. Norton, 52495

It's 1980. a hard-fought election year in which the fra-
nian hostage crisis plays an increasingly critical role.
But that intrigue exists a world away from Foreign Ser-
vice junior officer Tom Hurley, a cipher hiding a cow-
ardly episode of treachery in his past. He's coasting
through a dull-but-cushy appointment to the US.
Embassy in Tokyo and targeting a CIA operative's wife
for a bit of dangerous fun She blipped onto Hurley's
radar screen by asking him about the seemingly rou-
tine case of Lisa Countryman, a U.S. tourist who dis-
appeared after ditching an under-the-table job at a fly-
M by-night English language school. The ensuing inves-

§ tigation takes Hurley and clueless police detective
4 Kenzo Ota into Tokyo's seediest corners. it also forces
both men to confront their many human failings, and
possibly -even overcome them Issues of race, class.
and national identity drive this clear-eyed story of clo-
sure, redemption, and carving out a place in the world.
Lee expertly weaves a tiny new pleasure into every
page. from fascinating forays into lapanese culture to wry lines in the vein of “People
don't have affairs to get out of their marriages. They have them to prolong them.” As
satisfying as it is unsettling, this quiet literary triumph eschews plot pyrotechnics for
fully realized, deeply felt characters who bumble and struggle their way toward grace

Generaol Fiction

dre O'Breen. who. when the novel upens. is
a Dublin housewife at the turn of the twen-
tieth century. Her life. ordinary enough on
the surface. in fact roils with uncxpressed
passion that reaches back into her child-
hood on the remote Blasket islands. There,
her mother, wild with the accumulated sor-
rows of a life where loved men were taken
by the sea. killed herself, her husband fol-
lowing her with a brutal passion made more
damaging by Deirdre’s discovery of their
sea-swept bodies. This submerged vision of
love and death haunts Deirdre, to be
brought out when her teenage daughters
return to the very school to which she was
sent as an orphan. McBride has created an
cerie, compelling tale of pained love. in
which the Irish setting is integral and never
exotic. —Paltricia Monaghan

McCandless, Sarah Grace. Grosse Pointe
Girl: Tales from a Suburban Adolescence.
lune 2004. 192p. illus. Simon & Schuster,
paper, S12 (0-7432-5612-3).

Setinawealthy suburb. where yards are "as
green as the plastic grass from an Easter bas-
ket.” McCandless' first novel is a hilarious.
spot-on survey of the humiliations and per-
ilous victorics of a privileged adolescence.
The story follows Emma Harris from her
arrival in Grosse Pointe, Michigan, at 13
years of age through high-school gradua-
tion Emma’s first-person voice is an utterly
convincing blend of self-absorption, detach-
-ment, and obsession over intricate social
rules. her parent’s divorce, for example. is
almost a footnote in a chapter about
Emma’s plot to join the school ski club and
win over a guy Readers who were teens in
the 1980s will recognize the cultural refer-
ences, from the characters’ Guess jeans to
their Cure cassette tapes Drawings from
comics illustrator Christine Norrie capture
the cra. although the Archie-style is some-

times at odds with the tone of the words. But
McCandless” wickedly funny descriptions
and her unerring ear for teen dialogue will
appeal to any reader who remembers, or is
surviving. the stomach-twisting anxiety of
becoming an adult. —Gillian Englery

YA/M: The 20-20 view of high school makes this

an obvious YA choice; some sex and booze. GE.

McFadden, Bernice L. Camilla's Roses.
May 2004. 224p. Dutton, $23.95 (0-525-
94796-5).

Camilla and her husband have successful
careers and a beautiful young daughter.
Then she discovers a lump in her breast and
realizes too late that she has turned her
back on the people whose support she
needs the most Generations of women in
her family. moving from a southern small
town to Queens. New York. have carried the
middle name Rose. and some have carriex
a legacy of breast cancer. But Camilla has
been estranged from her unruly family
since she went to college, leaving behind a
drug-addicted mother, a grandmother rais-
ing scads of abandoned grandchildren, and
an addled great-aunt. Ashamed of her fam-
ily and her race. she lightened her skin and
adopted g false background. She is living a
complete lie when tragedy strikes. McFad-
cden. author of Sugar (2000) and This Bitter
Earth (2002), will enrapture readers again as
she moves belween the past and the
present and the perspectives of dilferent
characters to tell a story of family and rec-
oncitiation. —Vanessa Bush

McFarland, Dennls. Prince Edward. May
2004, 368p. Holt, S25 {0-8050-6833-3).
Summer 1959 was sweltering in Prince
Edward County, Virginia, but it wasn't just
the humidity that had the locals hot under
the collar. The public schools were clos-
ing—a daring attempt to defy tederally
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forced integration. Mckarland tells the
story of that summer through the eyes of
10-year-old Benjamin Rome. who watches
the fevered activities of the adults around
him—his bigoted chicken-farmer father. his
good-ole-boy brother, his melancholy preg-
nant sister. his tyrannical grandfather—
with a certain detachment, concerned
mainly about how their activities might
impinge on his life and that ol his best
friend. Burghardt, the son of Benjamin's
father's black hired hand. McFarland shows
admirable restraint in telling this emotion-
ally charged story: he draws effectively on
the historical record. including several real-
life supporting characters, but it is the fam-
ily drama that draws us in and reminds us
how history is made while ordinary people
are cleaning out the chicken coops The
subject matter suggests To Kill a Mockingbird.
of course, but the nicely modulated tone
will also remind readers of Larry Watson's
Montana 1948. —8ifl Out
YA: A perfect follow-up Jor Mockingbird readers.
BO

McGraw, Erin. The Good Lite. lunc 2004.
208p Houghton/Mariner. paper. $12(0-618-
38627-0).

Since McGraw has already published
three well-received books and received sev-
eral residencies at well-known writers’ cal-
onies, it shouldn’t come as a surprise that
she has produced another meaty short-
story collection. McGraw is one of those
writers with the rare gift of truly capturing
real people in fiction. Each of her sto-
ries—many examining interpersonal rela-
tionships with a spiritual undercur-
rent—gets to the heart of the matter They
examine such issues as the family baggage
we tote through adulthood: the sad truths
revealed hurtfully in love relationships: and
the bonds, as well as the envy. judgment,
and denial underlying complicated friend-
ships. McGraw is clearly a skilled writer. well
educated in the school of human nature
She observes. analyzes, and philosophizes
about life in a way that gives rise to charac-
ters who speak honestly and to stories that
always ring true. This is a strong and engag-
ing story collection. —lanet St. lohn

McGregor, Elizabeth. A Road through the
Mountains. May 2004 324p Bantam, 524
10-953-80358- 1)

McGregor's lyrical novel is a poignant trib-
ute to the tenacity of love. Lingering in a4
coma after a car accident. gifted painter
Anna Russell subconsciously fights for sur-
vival to reclaim a life and a love she thought
were lost to her. Fearing that her daughter
might not regain consciousness, Grace Rus-
sell contacts David Mortimer. Anna’s one-
time lover. informing him that he is the
father ot Anna’s 10-year-old daughter. Taken
unawares. David. an introverted English
botanist who never quite recovered from
Anna’s abrupt abandonment. flies to Boston
ili-prepared to meet the daughter he never
knew existed Caught up in a vortex of con-
flicting emotions. David learns that Rachel
sulfers from a rare form ol autism known as



\/Lcc. Don. Ceuntry of Origin.

Norton. Jul. 2004. c.352p. ISBN 0-393-
05812-3. $24.95. F
Some mystery authors manage to create
works of enteraining literary fiction, but
fewer are successful at using the form to ex-
amine social themes. What makes Lee’s
(Yellow) work so satisfying is that while the
mystery is used as a frame (o support issues

- of race, exploitation, and identity, the narra-
live as a whole doesn’t collapse under the
weight of this literary ambition. The story
takes place in Japan at the close of 1980 and
is effectively told from the perspective of
three characters: Lisa Countryman, a young
American postgraduate of African Amen-
can and Asian descent who goes missing af-
ter getting mixed up in the country’s sex
clubs; Tom Hurley, the junior officer at the
U.S. consulale assigned 1o her case, who is
of mixed Asian American heritage and as a
matter of convenience tells acquaintances
that he is Hawaiian; and lonely, beleaguered
Japanese detective Kenzo Ota, who ulti-
mately undertakes the effort to locate Lisa.
The characters are victims of both percep-
tion and their own defense mechanisms, and
their emotional responses are consistently
convincing. Highly recommended for all
fiction collections.—Edward Keane, Long
Island Univ. Lib., Brookiyn, NY
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A handful of restless, interrwining lives in 1980 Tokyo. ;

Tom Hurlay, Junioy Officer in American Cliiens Services at ths Ames{oan Embassy in Tokyo,
reccives a frande call from a Riclunond, Virginia, woman named Sussa Counpyman. Susmn's sigler
Lisa, a graduate student in anthropalogy visiting Tekyo, hasn't contctad home (h over a month, and
Susan fears foul play. These's not much Tom can do, big he conducts a (frulidess) cursory investigation
and gess in touch with the Jocal palice, who foigt the dull axsignment off on chsessive/oempulsive
Assigtant Inspector Kenzo Om. Lea's nammtive jumps from Tom o Kenxo to Liva, who, out of maney
and teaching opporunities, takes several hostess jobs at a saries of genticmen's clubs, cach shabbicr
than the last. Womanizirig Tom, on the zebound from a fling with coworker Sarah, snicos slowly into
am affalr with bared Julia Tinslay, wife of CIA officer Vincent Kitumura, Thelr conversadons sbout

. Lisa’s casc provide 4 pretext for growing intimaoy, and an sceldsnt from which they unwisely flce

bonds them in silence. Insamniaz Kenzo, at first engaging In peychological warfire with his ladisdy
Saotome over ths suitability of his apartment, eventually opts instead to kill hay with kindnuss, Deeper
layers of longing and hidden agendas gradually coms to the fore. Kenzmo's wilc lsft hitn several years
ago and emigrased to Ameica. She's recendy renmoed to Jepan with & son named Siznon, Realizing
the boy must be his, Kenzo beging working out a plan to meat him. Lisa rasy be working in the clubs
not because she's down-end-out, but becsuse sha's Joing research. Tom, breaking with his usual love.
and-jeave partern, falls Julla, becoming mors obsessed with her the more ambivalones she displays.
Thrilles conventions draw the reader, like the characters, Into a gallery of human enigmss. Firse
novclist Lee (Yallow, storics, 2001), the longdme editor of Ploughshans, leaves no Angerprints: his
cool, precise prose captres his characters whtbowt oversxplaining them. (Agens: Maria Massie)



