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Nell Zink: Mislaid (Fourth Estate)
The recently discovered American-born, Bad 
Belzig-based author (see interview, page 6) 
divided critics across the world with this lusty 
tale of lesbian-on-gay heterosexuality, racial ap-
propriation and middle-class family angst in the 
humid swamps of Virginia. Anti-heroine Peggy 
Vallaincourt is a newly enrolled college student 
who finds her budding lesbianism hampered by a 
sudden pregnancy thanks to a short-lived love af-
fair with young gay poetry professor Lee Fleming. 
A shotgun marriage and two kids later, Peggy 
decides she’s had enough, crashes Lee’s car into 
a lake and escapes the Fleming mansion with her 
young daughter. Zink toys with a typical family 
melodrama before curving off into a fantastically 
droll satire about racial identity, white male privi-
lege and innocence lost. Fans of flowery prose 
may find her delivery a little dry, but her blasé 
steamroller trip through the story of the Flemings, 
punctuated by random bursts of extraordinary 
beauty, makes for one of the most entertaining 
and thought-provoking novels of the summer. It’s 
available in a bright-yellow box set with Zink’s 
first novel, The Wallcreeper. BH

Tod Wodicka: The Household Spirit 
(Random House)
America writer Tod Wodicka has lived in Berlin for 
the past 10 years. Perhaps this is why he is persis-
tently interested in the history of his home coun-
try and the reason why his second novel reads like 

Lakeside 
stories
Four great new reads from 
Berlin authors – and one 
Berlin-related book from a lit 
superstar – you should pick 
up or pre-order as soon as 
possible.

an allegory of his ambivalence towards it. All this 
emerges from a tender story between two people 
who are trying to assimilate the hardships of the 
waking world. The novel takes place on Route 29, 
a cul-de-sac in an upstate New York backwater. 
Howie Jeffries, a 50-year-old divorcée and propri-
etor of one of the two houses on the lonely road, 
is a painfully shy, emotionally deficient man trying 
to invigorate his relationship with his estranged 
daughter. He connects with next-door neighbour 
Emily Phane, a smart, intense 24-year-old suf-
fering from a crippling sleep disorder. Wodicka 
has elegantly structured the novel so that the 
two characters are perceived in equal measure. 
Although some of the conflicts depicted are a tad 
mired in platitudes, there are moments of true 
emotional complexity that explore the fine line 
between the familiar and the estranged. More-
over, Wodicka has a way with language, a love for 
the comedic nuance of words, that can enliven 
even the most mundane social situations. EE

Wyndham Wallace: Lee, Myself and I 
(Jawbone Press)
In 1999, Wyndham Wallace, an English music 
journalist now living in Berlin, met Lee Hazle-
wood, the man most famous for penning Nancy 
Sinatra’s “These Boots are Made For Walkin’”, 
revered by those in the know as the producer, 
singer and “cosmic country” progenitor who 
influenced everyone from Phil Spector to Nick 
Cave. Wallace’s chronicle of the eight years he 
spent as Hazlewood’s publicist, manager and 
friend is both a tribute to the man and his music – 
going over Hazlewood’s career in loving detail, 
from his collaborations with Sinatra to his lesser-
known self-imposed ‘exile’ in Sweden – and, in 
its latter half, a poignant reflection on mortality. 
Through Wallace’s eyes, we see Hazlewood turn 
from hot-tempered, untouchable idol to fragile, 
doddering old uncle as he succumbs to cancer. 
It’s only Wallace’s deft, frequently self-deprecat-
ing writing and a slew of great anecdotes (mostly 
from the lips of Hazlewood himself) that keep 
things light enough for summer. RG

Jonathan Franzen: Purity  
(Harper Collins, out September 1)
Some may cringe at the fact that Jonathan Fran-
zen’s fifth and highly anticipated novel is titled 

Purity. Yet Franzen has a way with words that 
allows him to extract the most morally complex 
qualities even from seemingly ordinary expres-
sions. Purity is the name of a female character, 
a cynical 22-year-old American woman with a 
crippling college loan, persuaded to join an 
internship programme with a rogue operation that 
leaks government secrets in South America, run 
by Andreas Wolf, a Julian Assange-like figure who 
grew up in East Berlin during the final years of 
the Cold War. By contrast to The Corrections and 
Freedom, Purity is more plot driven – the tempo 
of the narrative is somewhat quicker, and more at-
tention is paid to action. The result is a novel that 
deals with the role of the internet in the distribu-
tion and quality of information, the gullibility of a 
frustrated and cynical younger generation and the 
cult of personality, while also looking back to the 
past to create a palpable sense of what it was like 
to live in 1980s East Berlin. All of this, of course, 
expounded upon in elegant and cunning prose. EE

Stuart Braun: City of Exiles  
(Noctua Press)
These days it’s easy to associate the word ‘exile’ 
with the malcontents who have deliberately left 
their homelands for the freer pastures of Berlin, 
who sit brooding in cafes jotting away in their 
journal or planning their next art project. Accord-
ing to Australian journalist Stuart Braun, Berlin 
has been home to such people for two centuries 
– not just the aforementioned wannabes, but 
genuine misfits, free thinkers, revolutionaries 
and oddball artists from around the world. With 
nary a whiff of pretentiousness, City of Exiles tells 
the city’s story through a motley cast of outsid-
ers – and not just the predictable Isherwood-
Bowie-Iggy variety. Everybody’s in here, from 
the Expressionists of the 1920s to the Geniale 
Dilletanten of the 1980s, Rosa-Luxemburg’s pre-
WWI Spartacists and the RAF to the American 
transvestites of the 1970s and the gang of digital 
exiles allied with Edward Snowden. In his exulta-
tion of the city’s foreign renegades as well as its 
oh-so-tolerant, authentic locals, Braun cruises a 
little too swiftly through the darker chapters of 
Berlin history and drops the occasional minor 
factual mistake. Yet, all in all, his book is an 
easy-to-read account of the city’s more colourful 
characters and their feats. Essential reading for 
any newbie exile. SG
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Berlin: no man’s land, frontier, a city 
adrift in the sands of Central Europe. 
Destroyed, divided and held captive 
during a century of chaos and upheaval, 
borderless Berlin has yet remained a city 
where drifters, dreamers and outsiders 
can find a place—and finally run free. 
In City of Exiles, Stuart Braun evokes 
the restless spirits that have come and 
gone from Berlin across the last century, 
the itinerants who are the source of the 
Berliner Luft, the special free air that 
infuses this beguiling metropolis.

Berlin from the outside in
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In this remarkable novel, Tod Wodicka, author of 

All Shall Be Well; and All Shall Be Well; and All 

Manner of Things Shall Be Well, has crafted a lu-

minous story of a most curious friendship. 

There’s something wrong next door. At least 

that’s what neighbors Howie Jeffries and Emily 

Phane both think. Since his daughter and wife 

moved out, Howie has been alone, an accidental 

recluse content with his fishing and his dreams of 

someday sailing away from himself on a boat. Em-

ily couldn’t be more different: she’s irreverent, out-

going, and seemingly well adjusted. But when she 

returns from college to care for her dying grandfa-

ther, Howie can’t help but notice her increasingly 

erratic behavior—not to mention her newfound 

love of nocturnal gardening. 

The thing is, although they’ve lived side by 

side in the only two houses on Route 29 in rural 

upstate New York since Emily was born, Howie 

and Emily have never so much as spoken to each 

other. Both have their reasons: Howie is debilitat-

ingly shy, and Emily has been hiding the fact that 

she suffers from a nighttime affliction that makes 

her terrified to go to sleep and makes her question 

the very reality of her waking life. It is only when 

tragedy strikes that their worlds finally intersect 

in ways neither of them could have ever imagined.

A poignant, big-hearted, and often humorous 

novel about two unique individuals unceremoni-

ously thrown together, The Household Spirit is a 

story about how little we know the people we see 

every day—and the unexpected capabilities of the 

human heart.

TOD WODICKA  was born in Glens Falls, New 

York. He is the author of All Shall Be Well; and 

All Shall Be Well; and All Manner of Things Shall 

Be Well. He lives in Berlin.

All Shall Be Well; and All Shall Be Well; and  

All Manner of Things Shall Be Well is available  

in paperback from Vintage Books.

Author photograph by Michael Lionstar
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“ Bittersweet, deeply sympathetic . . . Wodicka’s  fluid, expressive prose—dotted with quotable obser-vations often as odd as his players—serves well his weaving of such a convincing, unexpected story from eccentricity, pain, and need . . . Strange and rich and precisely pitched.” —KIRKUS REVIEWS (starred)

“ When I read this novel, it was as if somewhere in its 

core there was a light that glowed out onto me. It was 

an extraordinary experience. An extraordinary book.” 

—DOUGLAS COUPLAND, author of Generation X: Tales for an  

Accelerated Culture

“ The Household Spirit is very special. There’s a pleasing familiarity to it but it’s also fresh, funny, and unpredictable.” —RODDY DOYLE, author of Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha

“ Rarely have I been so captivated by a novel—its compassion, wisdom, and warmth. I loved it.” —NATHAN FILER, author of The Shock of the Fall

“ An intimate study of two oddball characters, The Household 

Spirit is also a profound meditation upon existence, the 

demons that haunt our subconscious, and the fragile solace 

to be found in human relationships. Wodicka writes with a 

winningly idiosyncratic combination of brio and tenderness, 

and concludes his story sublimely. This is a book to hold dear.” 

—CLARE WIGFALL, author of The Loudest Sound and Nothing
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