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Think of a Dan Brown–like adventure penned by an erudite Talmudic scholar.
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NO COMMENTS YET

I n Block’s newest, Bill Willis is a Jew who doesn’t realize he’s Jewish until he discovers he’s heir to
a spiritual obligation originating with 13th-century philosopher Moses Maimonides.

Bill grew up without religion, failed at professional baseball and became a bartender, all without
realizing his family was inextricably intertwined in the great polymath Maimonides’ desire to heal the
Abrahamic rift by creating a covenant between Jewish cabala and Sufism theology. Long ago, "a 40-
card deck [was] dispersed to the four corners of the world...imbued with spiritual powers...[to] bring
these two religious paths together" by "the transposition of reality—perceived as well as unseen—
into numerology." The axis was Cáceres in Andalusia, and the impetus was the Inquisition. Even
Christopher Columbus carried one of the cards to the New World. Not knowing that "the ingathering
of the cards will repair the original injury to creation," Bill has the final card, the Fool Card, tossed into
his lap while riding the subway. Trapped by the prophecy, Bill is soon compelled to journey to the
Iberian Peninsula and contact Jews who’ve lived as Christians since the Inquisition. There are visits to
dank and dark underground reliquaries, meetings with scholarly relatives, a brief tragic love affair, a
retired madam and assorted mystics. In fulfilling this "Tariqah…to acknowledge the injustice visited
upon Hagar and Ishmael," Bill’s travels come to symbolize the Fool passing from the Formative World
"into the Creative World, where everything is lost in a haze of ulterior meanings." While the writing is
literary and full of imagery, the story is extraordinarily dense, heavily laden with surrealistic
numerology and metaphors, especially the latter third, "the distillation of destiny."
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SHOW COMMENTS

F our men who meet as college roommates move to New York and spend the next three
decades gaining renown in their professions—as an architect, painter, actor and lawyer—and

struggling with demons in their intertwined personal lives.

Yanagihara (The People in the Trees, 2013) takes the still-bold leap of writing about characters who
don’t share her background; in addition to being male, JB is African-American, Malcolm has a black
father and white mother, Willem is white, and “Jude’s race was undetermined”—deserted at birth, he
was raised in a monastery and had an unspeakably traumatic childhood that’s revealed slowly over
the course of the book. Two of them are gay, one straight and one bisexual. There isn’t a single
significant female character, and for a long novel, there isn’t much plot. There aren’t even many
markers of what’s happening in the outside world; Jude moves to a loft in SoHo as a young man, but
we don’t see the neighborhood change from gritty artists’ enclave to glitzy tourist destination. What
we get instead is an intensely interior look at the friends’ psyches and relationships, and it’s utterly
enthralling. The four men think about work and creativity and success and failure; they cook for each
other, compete with each other and jostle for each other’s affection. JB bases his entire artistic career
on painting portraits of his friends, while Malcolm takes care of them by designing their apartments
and houses. When Jude, as an adult, is adopted by his favorite Harvard law professor, his friends join
him for Thanksgiving in Cambridge every year. And when Willem becomes a movie star, they all bask
in his glow. Eventually, the tone darkens and the story narrows to focus on Jude as the pain of his
past cuts deep into his carefully constructed life.  
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A kind of Holden Caulfield who speaks bravely and winningly from inside the sorrows of autism:
wonderful, simple, easy, moving, and likely to be a smash.
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B ritisher Haddon debuts in the adult novel with the bittersweet tale of a 15-year-old autistic
who’s also a math genius.

Christopher Boone has had some bad knocks: his mother has died (well, she went to the hospital and
never came back), and soon after he found a neighbor’s dog on the front lawn, slain by a garden fork
stuck through it. A teacher said that he should write something that he “would like to read himself”—
and so he embarks on this book, a murder mystery that will reveal who killed Mrs. Shears’s dog. First
off, though, is a night in jail for hitting the policeman who questions him about the dog (the cop
made the mistake of grabbing the boy by the arm when he can’t stand to be touched—any more than
he can stand the colors yellow or brown, or not knowing what’s going to happen next). Christopher’s
father bails him out but forbids his doing any more “detecting” about the dog-murder. When
Christopher disobeys (and writes about it in his book), a fight ensues and his father confiscates the
book. In time, detective-Christopher finds it, along with certain other clues that reveal a very great
deal indeed about his mother’s “death,” his father’s own part in it—and the murder of the dog.
Calming himself by doing roots, cubes, prime numbers, and math problems in his head, Christopher
runs away, braves a train-ride to London, and finds—his mother. How can this be? Read and see.
Neither parent, if truth be told, is the least bit prepossessing or more than a cutout. Christopher,
though, with pet rat Toby in his pocket and advanced “maths” in his head, is another matter indeed,
and readers will cheer when, way precociously, he takes his A-level maths and does brilliantly.
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