
In our last column, we looked at the trend of franschising fictional characters, 
taking the late Robert B. Parker’s Jesse Stone series as an example.  This week, we have 
five new stories that were authored (as opposed to “authorized”) by the person whose 
name was on the cover.  The difference is best summed up by author Justin Cronin in 
his review of Chris Bohjalian’s The Night Strangers:  ”the first chapter is so riveting, I 
dropped the book in the tub”

The Night Strangers takes place in a rambling Victorian house in the White 
Mountains, where, in a dusty corner of  the basement is a door has long been sealed shut 
with 39 carriage bolts.  The home's new owners, Chip and Emily Linton came there  
hoping to rebuild their lives after a tragic airline crash  in which Chip, the pilot, was one 
of the few survivors.  Emily persuades Chip to move to New Hamspire where she'd 
found a house crying for restoration. Peace, however, proves elusive. Their neighbors, 
New Age gardeners and homeopaths, take an odd interest in the Lintons’ twin girls.  And 
Chip, haunted by the crash,  wonders if the bolts on the basement door are macabre 
symbols for the 39 dead.. Says Library Journal,  Bohjalian  “has crafted a genre-defying 
novel. It is  both a compelling   family drama and a psychological thriller that is truly 
frightening.”  

Rules of Civility is a “smashing debut”  by author Amor Towles.  Katey Kontent 
is   new to Manhatten.  “Armed with little more than a bracing wit and her own brand 
of cool nerve” Katey embarks on a journey  through the upper echelons of New York 
society.  The story opens on New Year's Eve in a Greenwich Village jazz bar, where 
Katey and her boardinghouse roommate Eve meet Tinker Grey, a handsome banker . 
This chance encounter   provides  Katey entre to a rarified  social circle where she  
can “experience first hand the poise enjoyed by wealth and station, but also the envy and 
disloyalty that resides just below the surface,”  Elegant and captivating,” (Publishers 
Weekly) Rules of Civility turns a Jamesian eye on how spur of the moment decisions 
define life for decades to come. Readers will quickly fall under its spell of crisp writing, 
sparkling atmosphere and breathtaking revelations.”  

The Cat’s Table by Michael Ondaatje may be his best novle since The English 
Patient.  Michael, an 11-year-old boy sets sail from Ceylon to London, where his mother 
awaits.  Onboard, he meets two boys of a similar age. Together the threesome gets into 
all kinds of onboard mischief. But it is Michael’s older cousins, the beguiling Emily, who 
allows him glimpses of the man he is to become. “Ondaatje’s prose is lyrical, but here it 
is tempered; the result is clean and full of grace”  Though Ondaatje tells us that the story 
is “pure invention” and that boys name and birthpalce is a coincidence, the paralells with 
the author’s life “adds a twist to the timeless story of small boys having an big adventure 
(Publishers Weekly).”

Irma Voth by Miriam Toews is a rare coming-of-age story that blends the dark 
with the uplifting.  It tells of a young Mennonite woman who has been cast out of her 
family for marrying a Mexican ne'er-do-well.  When a celebrated filmmaker arrives from 
Mexico City to make a movie about the insular community in which she was raised, Irma 
is immediately drawn to the outsiders and is soon hired as a translator on the set. But her 
father, intractable and domineering, is determined to destroy the film and get rid of the 
interlopers.   Library Journal calls this a “novel of great humanity, written with dry wit, 
edgy humor, and emotional poignancy.”  



The Family Fang by Kevin Wilson is a “bizarre” yet “mirthful” debut novel.  The 
Fangs art world darlings who make "strange and memorable things." That is, they are 
performence artists.  When the parents disappear from an interstate rest stop, the already 
thin lines separating art and life dissolve. Says Publishers Weekly, “though leavened 
with humor, the closing chapters still face hard truths about family relationships, which 
often leave us,   wondering if we are constructing our own lives, or merely taking part in 
others.” .

Finally, Conqusisadora by Esmeralda Santiago is an “epic novel of love, 
discovery, and adventure.” As a young girl growing up in Spain, Ana Larragoity Cubillas 
is powerfully drawn to Puerto Rico by the diaries of an ancestor who traveled there with 
Ponce de León. And the twin brothers Ramón and Inocente—both in love with Ana—
she finds a way to get there. She marries Ramón, and in 1844, just eighteen, she travels 
to a remote sugar plantation the brothers have inherited.  Jen Baker of Booklist called 
Conquisadora  an “extraordinary” story, “full of pathos” and  “tropical sensuality.”   

 


