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Tips From Best-Selling Novelists

Christopher Paolini, whose new novel,
“The Fox, the Witch, and the Worm,” enters
the Y.A. list this week at No. 1, devotes an
entire section on his website to advice for
budding authors. He’s also a big believer in
the importance of reading; fans can find
lists of his favorite books, which include
Brian Jacques’s Redwall series and Ursula
K. Le Guin’s “A Wizard of Earthsea.”
Delia Owens, whose debut novel
“Where the Crawdads Sing” has recaptured the top spot, has said that budding
novelists should give their imaginations
free rein. “You can always pull back, take
a more conservative course. But why not
soar for a while just to see what happens? . . . To me writing fiction is like
riding a horse through the gate and into
the mountains.” John Grisham, whose
novel “The Reckoning” is No. 3, summarized his advice in a 2017 piece for The
Times. “Don’t write a prologue,” he wrote.
“Prologues are usually gimmicks to hook
the reader. Avoid them.” And “use quotation marks with dialogue. Please do this.
It’s rather basic.” 0
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Fiction
WHERE THE CRAWDADS SING, by Delia Owens. (Putnam)
A woman who survived alone in the marsh becomes a
murder suspect.
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VERSES FOR THE DEAD, by Douglas Preston and Lincoln
Child. (Grand Central) Agents Pendergast and Coldmoon
track a killer who removes hearts and leaves letters.
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THE RECKONING, by John Grisham. (Doubleday) A
decorated World War II veteran shoots and kills a pastor.
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FIRE AND BLOOD, by George R. R. Martin. (Bantam) The
first volume of the two-part history of the Targaryens in
Westeros.
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EVERY BREATH, by Nicholas Sparks. (Grand Central)
Difficult choices surface when Hope Anderson and Tru Walls
meet in a North Carolina seaside town.
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BECOMING, by Michelle Obama. (Crown) The former first
lady describes how she balanced work, family and her
husband’s political ascent.
EDUCATED, by Tara Westover. (Random House) The
daughter of survivalists leaves home for university.
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Leonard Cohen
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THE POINT OF IT ALL, by Charles Krauthammer, edited by
Daniel Krauthammer. (Crown Forum) A collection of essays
and unpublished writings by the late conservative columnist.
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THE LIBRARY BOOK, by Susan Orlean. (Simon & Schuster)
The story of the 1986 fire at the Los Angeles Public Library
provides a backdrop to the evolution and purpose of
libraries.

8

5

5

BRIEF ANSWERS TO THE BIG QUESTIONS, by Stephen
Hawking. (Bantam) A collection of essays from the late
scientist’s personal archive that address 10 imponderables.
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KILLING THE SS, by Bill O’Reilly and Martin Dugard. (Holt)
A look at the postwar manhunt for members of Hitler’s inner
circle.
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BAD BLOOD, by John Carreyrou. (Knopf) The rise and fall of
the biotech startup Theranos.
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LEADERSHIP, by Doris Kearns Goodwin. (Simon & Schuster)
The challenges that shaped the leadership abilities of four
presidents.
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CIRCE, by Madeline Miller. (Little, Brown) Zeus banishes
Helios’ daughter to an island, where she must choose
between living with gods or mortals.
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NINE PERFECT STRANGERS, by Liane Moriarty. (Flatiron)
A romance writer becomes fascinated by the owner and
director of a health resort.
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TARGET: ALEX CROSS, by James Patterson. (Little, Brown)
Alex Cross returns for the 26th book in the series bearing
his name.
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A DELICATE TOUCH, by Stuart Woods. (Putnam) The 48th
book in the Stone Barrington series.
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THE FIFTH RISK, by Michael Lewis. (Norton) How the
Trump administration staffs its federal agencies.
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DARK SACRED NIGHT, by Michael Connelly. (Little, Brown)
Detective Renée Ballard teams up with the retired detective
Harry Bosch, who is working on a cold case.
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ASTROPHYSICS FOR PEOPLE IN A HURRY, by Neil
deGrasse Tyson. (Norton) A straightforward, easy-tounderstand introduction to the universe.

79

THE BOY, by Tami Hoag. (Dutton) Nick Fourcade and Annie
Broussard, a husband-and-wife detective team, investigate a
boy’s murder and the disappearance of his babysitter.
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FEAR, by Bob Woodward. (Simon & Schuster) Debates and
decision-making within the Trump White House.
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SHADE, by Pete Souza. (Little, Brown) Pictures of former
President Obama are juxtaposed with tweets, headlines and
quotes from the Trump administration.
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LONG ROAD TO MERCY, by David Baldacci. (Grand Central)
The F.B.I. agent Atlee Pine must choose between protecting
her career or the United States’ democracy.
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CHURCHILL: WALKING WITH DESTINY, by Andrew Roberts.
(Viking) A biography focusing on what motivated the war
leader and how he learned from his mistakes.
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PAST TENSE, by Lee Child. (Delacorte) Jack Reacher
explores the New England town where his father was born.
ELEVATION, by Stephen King. (Scribner) A man who is
losing weight without getting thinner forms an unlikely
alliance with his neighbors who are dealing with prejudices.
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AN AMERICAN MARRIAGE, by Tayari Jones. (Algonquin) A
newlywed couple’s relationship is tested when the husband
is sentenced to 12 years in prison.
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BEASTIE BOYS BOOK, by Michael Diamond and Adam
Horovitz. (Spiegel & Grau) The story of the New York band
who achieved hip hop stardom.
ALMOST EVERYTHING, by Anne Lamott. (Riverhead) Brief
explorations into finding hope and wisdom in times of
despair and uncertainty.
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An asterisk (*) indicates that a book’s sales are barely distinguishable from those of the book above. A dagger (†) indicates that some bookstores report receiving bulk orders.
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FIRE AND FURY: Inside the Trump White

OFF THE CHARTS: The Hidden Lives and

HIPPIE FOOD: How Back-to-the-Landers,

House, by Michael Wolff. (Picador, $18.) Remember the book that had everyone talking this
time last year? In Wolff’s telling, President
Trump is a barely literate chief executive who
heads up a chaotic, aberrant White House. The
anecdotes are entertaining, if deeply unrewarding (and at their worst, thinly sourced). A
media reporter, Wolff is strongest on his subject’s insecurities and psychological hang-ups.

Lessons of American Child Prodigies, by Ann
Hulbert. (Vintage, $16.95.) Why do many exceptional children fail to sustain their success into
adulthood? Hulbert offers an empathetic view
of some child geniuses, including Shirley
Temple and Bobby Fischer. She aims to “listen
hard for the prodigies’ side of the story,” as she
puts it. At the same time, she avoids preachy
parenting advice.

Longhairs, and Revolutionaries Changed the
Way We Eat, by Jonathan Kauffman. ( Morrow/
HarperCollins, $16.99.) Kauffman, a food reporter, outlines how the counterculture of the 1960s
continues to shape American tastes and diets
today. Our reviewer, Michael Pollan, said that
this entertaining history shows that the hippie
ideal “has lost none of its power, and continues
to feed a movement.”

THE LARGESSE OF THE SEA MAIDEN: Stories, by

THREE DAUGHTERS OF EVE,

Denis Johnson. (Random House, $17.) This
posthumous collection takes up many of Johnson’s central themes, including his preoccupation with mortality. Johnson died in 2017, and
his impending death is felt on the margins of
these last stories, without straying into morbidity. As our reviewer, Rick Moody, wrote,
Johnson draws on his “singular skill” for
revelation to “brighten the interiors of tragedy
and help us wave off the vultures hovering
above.”

by Elif Shafak. (Bloomsbury,
$18.) At an upscale dinner
party in present-day
Istanbul, Peri recalls her
college days at Oxford,
where she and two friends
came to be known as the Sinner, the Confused
and the Believer. Shafak, one of Turkey’s
best-known authors, explores the relationship
between faith and doubt in a time of political
upheaval.

THE POWER, by Naomi Al-

derman. (Back Bay/Little,
Brown, $16.99.) One of the
Book Review’s 10 Best Books
of 2017, this novel imagines the
sudden emergence of an
“electrostatic power” in women that upends gender dynamics across the world. Through
the lives of several female characters, the
story explores a grim idea: that no one is
immune to power’s corruptive effects.

TO THE EDITOR:

In his review of “The Flame:
Poems, Notebooks, Lyrics, Drawings” (Jan. 6), William Logan —
whom I had never heard of but
who, from his professorial perch,
has apparently written numerous hatchet jobs on fellow poets
(what a miserable job, hitting
those already down) — refers
repeatedly, patronizingly, to the
“cult” of Leonard Cohen, with all
its attendant connotations of
not-too-intelligent, uneducated,
deluded individuals who are in
thrall to fulfilling the narcissistic
needs of a power-hungry, often
evil leader. Far more than offering a critic’s dispassionate eye,
Logan strikes me as passionately, revealingly enraged about
Cohen’s fame and his particular
appeal to women, which Logan
casts as his “famous lechery,”
begging the question: “Why the
beef, Bill?”
No matter. Please register me
in the “cult” of Cohen as I join
with the millions around the
globe who are deeply moved,
united by Cohen: the man, the
music, the “gravelly” voice, the
wit, the Astairan grace, the divine self-deprecation. (Full disclosure: I am also a card-carrying member of the “cults” of
Dylan, Presley, Orbison, Fitzgerald, Sinatra, Mozart, Bach,
Shakespeare. . . . )
Logan has, contrary to his aim,
succeeded in giving Cohen the
ultimate — though pathetically
P.C. — honor given to all great
artists: the vitriolic posthumous
takedown. One sees Cohen, in his
fedora, looking down with his all
but imperceptible impish grin.
TONI BENTLEY
LOS ANGELES

♦
TO THE EDITOR:

In his almost heroically ill-informed review of “The Flame,”
William Logan writes that Cohen
“was never taken very seriously
as a poet.” In fact, Cohen won
numerous accolades during his
career, including the 1968 Governor General’s Literary Award,
Canada’s highest prize (which he
refused to accept), for his “Selected Poems, 1956-1968”; the
Canadian Authors Association

Literary Award for “Book of
Mercy” in 1985; and the Prince
of Asturias Award in the literature category in 2011. Millions of
readers would also testify to his
brilliance as a poet.
JAY STONE
OTTAWA

♦
TO THE EDITOR:

I wish to thank William Logan
for his corrective appraisal of
Leonard Cohen. Hitherto, as a
failed doctoral student of literature, I had naïvely honored Cohen for the many moments of joy,
sorrow and insight he had offered us in the last half-century.
Clearly, if I had properly understood what constituted fine
lyrics and technically kosher
poetry, I would have known
better than to enjoy such works
as “Tower of Song,” “Joan of
Arc,” “Dance Me to the End of
Love,” “Who by Fire” and countless others.
Still, as Keith Reid, another
lyricist I honor, reminded us,
“Nothing’s better left unsaid.” I
stand corrected.

against the concentration of
lands by the wealthy, whom the
Senate represented. Tiberius
sought to reclaim lands from the
wealthy landed senators to give
to displaced peasants or to the
landless urban poor.
Incredibly, the review implies
that Donald Trump is a bizarre
reincarnation of the Gracchi
brothers. You might as well call
Trump a reincarnation of Karl
Marx.
ROGER CARASSO
SANTA FE, N.M.

‘Becoming’
TO THE EDITOR:

I have only one question: Did
Leonard Cohen steal William
Logan’s girlfriend?

In her splendid review of Michelle Obama’s “Becoming”
(Dec. 23), Isabel Wilkerson referred to the first lady’s garden
and promotion of nutrition for
children as “apolitical.” As the
author of “Food Politics” and
other books on this topic, I
viewed her efforts to improve the
quality of school meals as anything but.
I wish her book said more
about whether she was surprised
by the ferocity of opposition to
improving school nutrition standards, what it was like to challenge the entire food industry to
reconsider how it markets products to children and when she
realized how politics so strongly
affects food as well as much else
in our society.

TIM MCDONALD
FITCHBURG, MASS.

MARION NESTLE
NEW YORK

HOWARD COWAN
WOODLAND HILLS, CALIF.

♦
TO THE EDITOR:

How a Republic Dies
TO THE EDITOR:

Yascha Mounk’s review of Edward Watts’s “Mortal Republic:
How Rome Fell Into Tyranny”
(Dec. 30) traces the beginning of
the fall of the ancient Roman
republic to the actions of the
Gracchi brothers, Tiberius and
Gaius. This is like blaming the
decline of the United States on
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New
Deal.
Just as the New Deal incurred
the hatred of wealthy rightists by
championing the deprived
classes, so did the reforms of the
Gracchi brothers incur the hatred of the Roman senators. As a
tribune, Tiberius (a war hero
against Carthage) pushed
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According to Elmore Leonard, aspiring
writers should avoid using adverbs (“a
mortal sin”). Zadie Smith says they
should “work on a computer that is disconnected from the internet.” Roddy
Doyle tells them, “Do not place a photograph of your favorite author on your
desk, especially if the author is one of the
famous ones who committed suicide.”
And William Faulkner once famously said
that anyone who wants to be a writer
should be a reader first: “Read, read,
read everything — trash, classics, good
and bad, and see how they do it. Just like
a carpenter who works as an apprentice
and studies the master. Read!” Some
authors, like Roxane Gay, offer advice on
Twitter; others, like Stephen King and
Anne Lamott, have
written entire books on
the subject.
Earlier this month
J.K. Rowling (pictured
left) posted some tips
on her website. “I haven’t got 10 rules that
‘You can’t be
guarantee success,
a good writer though I promise I’d
without being share them if I did,” she
wrote. “The truth is that
a devoted
I found success by
reader.’
stumbling off alone in a
direction most people
thought was a dead end, breaking all the
1990s shibboleths about children’s books
in the process.”
Rowling listed the various qualities a
writer needs to have — discipline, resilience, humility, courage and independence — but stressed, like Faulkner, that
anyone serious about writing books
should also be a voracious reader. “You
can’t be a good writer without being a
devoted reader.”
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The writer is professor emerita of
nutrition, food studies and public
health at New York University.
CORRECTION

A review on Dec. 30 about
“Tell Them of Battles, Kings, and
Elephants,” by Mathias Énard,
described incorrectly the terminal points of a bridge in that
novel. Michelangelo designs the
bridge to cross the Golden Horn
in Constantinople; it is not “a
bridge that will join Asia to Europe.” The review also misspelled the surname of the book’s
translator; she is Charlotte Mandell, not Mandel. These errors
were repeated in the Editors’
Choice column on Jan. 6.

A new book club from
PBS NewsHour and
The New York Times.
Find reading worth talking
about — join the club.
nytimes.com/nowreadthis

Join us every month, as
we choose a book to read
together as a nation. Tune
in to PBS NewsHour to
watch an interview with
the authors.
Follow Now Read This
Book Club on Facebook to
share your thoughts and
submit questions.
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