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Introduction

Well, all right, it's the new year, which means that
the tallies can finally be made*; and when all is said
and done, I ended up reading and reviewing around 120
books here at CCLaP in 2009, roughly 90 of which had
been published in the previous two years and are
therefore eligible for these "best of 2009" lists I always
put together around this time. I've decided to highlight a
total of 34 of these books to you again, over the course
of four parts coming the first four days of next week:

Monday: Best of the Best
Tuesday: Worth a Second Look

Wednesday: Best Experimental Novels
Thursday: The CCLaP Guilty Pleasure Awards

And then once the run is finished online, of
course, I will publish it as a standalone eBook as well
through CCLaP Publishing, for future new readers
coming here for the first time, as well as those who
prefer reading essays like these in book form.

Remember as always to read the CCLaP
Manifesto and the Ridiculously Long Guide to CCLaP's
Ten-Point Scoring System for more on how these books
were picked; and do always take these recaps with a



grain of salt, and rely on the longer original reviews to
get a deeper sense for whether you'll possibly like the
book yourself or not. I've got a great set of titles to
recommend to you again over the next week, a list that
can keep you nice and busy this cold winter if you'd
like for it to. I hope you're looking forward to it as
much as [ am.

* And for those paying attention, these 120 book
reviews are added to the 66 movie reviews and eight
personal essays written this year as well, 15 podcast
episodes produced and two original books published,
for a highly pleasing total of 210 pieces of original
intellectual content put out by CCLaP this year. Of the
90 books eligible for this year's best-of lists, around 70
percent of them were also published in 2009, 20 percent
a year previous, and an additional 10 percent two years
ago.



Best of the Best

Of the 90 or so books reviewed here in 2009 that were
eligible for this best-of list (so that is, of the books that
were published between 2007 and 2009), a total of nine
of them received scores of 9.4 or above, technically
making them the "best" of all the titles reviewed here
last year. Here below is a look again at all of them,
listed this time in alphabetical order.

Anathem, by Neal Stephenson. One of only two books
to score a perfect 10 at CCLaP in 20009, this is the
brilliantly obtuse science-fiction author at his most
challenging, telling no less than an alternate version of
the entire last three thousand years of human history
and a fictional version of the next three thousand,
within a planet almost exactly like Earth but where
science itself has been treated as a form of religion
since the ancient Greeks. Along the way, then,
Stephenson makes a compelling argument for the
blasphemous idea that there's actually not that much
difference between science and religion, looking in
detail at such actual historical figures as Plato and the
alchemists of the Royal Society to show how science
(in its 17th-century prototypical guise of "natural
philosophy") actually did start as an offshoot of



traditional Christianity, and that it was the birth of
Evangelicism in the 19th and 20th centuries that first
propositioned science and faith as an "either/or"
situation. Of course, this being Stephenson, he makes
these points through sometimes highly abstract
conversations (the scientists of his world are literally
cloistered monks, who work out the details of subjects
like quantum physics through stick drawings in the
dirt), combined with the usual visual fever-dreams
we've come to expect from the author of such
cyberpunk classics as Snow Crash and The Diamond
Age. So big and meaty that my original review ran in
two parts, this was one of the few titles in 2009
legitimately worth investing six weeks of your life to
finishing.

Descartes’ Bones, by Russell Shorto. As I've
mentioned many times, ['ve become a big fan this
decade of so-called "NPR-worthy" nonfiction books, in
which solid academic research is combined with an
engaging narrative writing style to tell the story of a
fascinating period of history; and one of the best I read
1n 2009 was Russell Shorto's Descartes' Bones, which
takes the chaotic real story of the Enlightenment hero's
remains to examine the bigger picture of the uneasy
relationship between reason and faith over the last 400
years. Along the way, Sorto touches on the fascination



for religious relics that existed during the late
Renaissance, the rise in both legitimate science and
quackery in the Victorian Age, and the 20th-century
debate over such issues as evolutionary theory; and he
does so by examining the inherently interesting true
story of just what happened to Descartes' skeleton
during all those periods, leading us from a French
Revolution "church of knowledge" to carnival
sideshows, modern DNA labs and more. Highly
entertaining and thought-provoking at the same time,
this 1s just the trick for those seeking a great nonfiction
read.

Earthquake 1.D. and A Tomb on the Periphery, by
John Domini. Although technically only one of these is
eligible for CCLaP's best-of list, I thought I'd go ahead
and mention both; they are both by the same author,
after all, make up the first two volumes in a coming
thematic trilogy, and I read them in a row last year in
preparation for my interview with Domini for the
center's podcast. And in many ways it's highly
appropriate to consider these as two pieces of a coming
whole, despite their vastly different subject matter
(Earthquake 1.D. is a contemporary human-interest
drama with magical-realism touches, while Tomb is a
traditional noirish caper tale), because this academic
veteran and Pulitzer nominee means for them to



causally relate in these intriguing ways; both set in
Naples, Italy in the aftermath of a fictional early-2000s
earthquake, the two not only share minor characters and
certain plot developments but also a common love for
poetic, densely layered language, making these in the
tradition of John Irving and Philip Roth a rare example
of novels that can be adored not only by professors but
also the beach-and-airport crowd. Truly one of my
favorite reading experiences of 2009, and a great
reminder of why I decided to become a book critic in
the first place.

Israel vs. Utopia, by Joel Schalit. A late entry in
CCLaP's best-of list (it was originally reviewed just a
few weeks ago), this is one of those illuminating books
of cultural essays that makes me want to run around
slapping copies into the hands of random Americans
while screaming, "If you'd just read this, you stupid
clueless f-cking American, the world would be such a
better place!" A Jewish alt-journalist who has lived in
both Israel and the US, Schalit here takes a complex
and sometimes unforgiving look at all the thorny issues
surrounding the subject of "Zionism" (or the belief that
God means for the nation of Israel to exist), told from a
mindset meant specifically to educate and inform us
ignorant "Seinfeld" watching Americans, including
such "revelations" that there are both liberal and



conservative Jews in Israel, that they often don't get
along, that the conservatives are often sabre-rattling
censors and the liberals often pie-in-the-sky hippies. I
put "revelations" in quotes, of course, because all of
these things should be obvious to anyone who stops and
thinks even a little about it all; and that's another big
point of this book, to show how over the last 60 years,
Americans have been fed an all-positive diet
concerning Israel that makes most of us view that far-
off nation as some sort of utopian fantasyland, a
criticism-averse "Jewish America" that's causing more
and more conflicts in people's heads with such tricky
recent events as the forced resettlement of thousands of
non-Jews in the region by the Israeli government. A
rewarding and eye-opening title from our friends at
Akashic Books, who in general put out just a ton of
great books in 2009.

Persepolis, by Marjane Satrapi. I'm using a
technicality in order to include this in CCLaP's best-of
list for 2009 -- although the chapters in this
autobiographical comic first started appearing in
Europe way back in 2000, here in the US a new bound
version of the entire story was just put out again last
year, to capitalize on its newfound success here because
of a recent Oscar-nominated film adaptation. Oh, but
what a story! A coming-of-age tale from a feisty Iranian



female punk-rocker, the first half of Persepolis is a look
at Satrapi's childhood under the oppressive Islamic
Republic there in the '70s and '80s, where by her
teenage years her uncontrollable temper and smart
mouth were constantly on the verge of getting her
arrested and executed; the second half, then (much less
loved by the general public but personally my favorite
section), sees Satrapi's parents shipping her off to
Europe in the vain hopes that she will get in less trouble
there, while in reality she eventually becomes a
homeless gutterpunk and drug addict, before finally
climbing out of her hole again through the power of the
indie French comics scene of the 1990s. Laugh-out-
loud funny at points, heartbreakingly sad at others, with
a much more transgressive message than you'd expect
from a movie your mom likes, it's no surprise that this
has recently become an explosive bestseller here in the
US, at a time when our collective interest in the Middle
East has never been stronger.

Ruins, by Achy Obejas. Just like has been the case the
last several years, 2009 turned out to be a great year for
Chicago literature, with the city seemingly going
through a kind of artistic renaissance right now not seen
since the poetry-slam days of the 1990s; for example,
take the cultishly popular gay Cuban-American author
and DePaul professor Achy Obejas, whose latest title



Ruins 1s an unexpectedly powerful change of pace for
her, and takes her far away from her usual comfort zone
of topics that her previous fiction has mostly been
based around. It's essentially a look at all the ways
Cuba has fallen apart since the end of the Soviet Union,
told through the prism of aging revolutionary "Usnavy"
(yes, named after the Batista-Era American warships
that used to dock there back then), as he desperately
tries to deal with the Orwellian nightmare his country
has become by the time of the "Special Period" there in
1994 (a particularly anarchic time in Cuba's history,
when both the national economy collapsed and
hundreds of thousands of people were allowed to leave
en-masse for the first time). By turns deeply upsetting
and comically Kafkaesque, this is Obejas really flexing
her artistic muscles, turning in a dark and critical look
at her homeland that will surprise many of her longtime
fans. A riveting read, and I'm looking forward to my
interview with her for the podcast a little later this year.

Saturn’s Children, by Charles Stross. This is the third
novel in three years I've now reviewed by this prolific
science-fiction author, a personal favorite of mine; and
here he delivers yet again, turning in an unofficial
sequel not only to Isaac Asimov's "Robot" series but
Robert Heinlein's space operas, updating the
conventions of both to reflect the complex "Singularity"



times in which we live. Essentially taking Asimov's
concept of the "Three Laws of Robotics" and
extrapolating it hundreds of years into the future, the
book basically looks at how such an android society
might work if humanity itself was to eventually go
extinct, but not before creating billions of self-repairing
artificially intelligent creatures charged with pre-
colonizing the solar system, in preparation for the
human settlers who will now never be arriving. Under
this genre veteran's capable hands, the answer becomes
one of feudalism combined with an endless
bureaucracy, a universe where the ten percent of
"independent" robots (freed by their human owners
before the Apocalypse) force the other 90 percent to be
their endlessly toiling slaves, where elaborate loopholes
in the law have been created simply for daily survival,
because of none of the robots having the authority to
actually change the existing laws of the now-dead
human race. As usual with Stross, though, a simple
recap can't begin to do this book justice, with its main
joy being the hundreds of stunning images and concepts
he implants on nearly every page; like the best of SF, it
simply needs to be read in full to truly appreciate, and I
encourage both genre fans and non-fans alike to ignore
the horrific cover art and take a chance on it.



The Slide, by Kyle Beachy. And then this is the other
book to score a perfect 10 at CCLaP last year, and a
title by a Chicagoan no less; and not only that, but this
was Beachy's debut novel as well, making its surprise
national success even more astonishing. And yes,
perhaps I gave this book a slightly higher score than a
lot of others would, because of it touching on so many
things in contemporary literature that I particularly love
-- it's a look at a crumbling Industrial-Age city in the
American Midwest (St. Louis, where I happened to
grow up myself), told by an unreliable narrator who
turns out to be kind of a villain by the end, with a
Michael-Chabon-like sophisticated combination of plot
and characterization, an exquisitely written book that
nonetheless contains the kinds of legitimate surprises
not usually seen in academic fiction. But hey, isn't that
enough to make this one of the best novels of 2009,
perfect score or not? Brilliant precisely because of its
unassuming nature, 7The Slide marks Beachy as a major
new force in the American arts, as well as a big element
of this "Chicago Renaissance" the city's literary
community seems to be going through these days.



Worth a Second Look

As regular readers know, many times it is not simply a
high score that determines my favorite books of a given
year; for a variety of reasons, there are plenty of titles
that [ may find flawed, but that still stick in my head in
a profound way. Here below, a look again at nine such
books, listed alphabetically.

After the Prophet, by Lesley Hazleton. I became a fan
of religion journalist Lesley Hazleton two years ago,
after receiving her well-done yet controversial Jezebel,
in which she posits that the infamous "Whore of
Babylon" was actually a wise and tolerant leader,
vilified by the fundamentalist Christians who came
after her for refusing to support the monotheistic holy
war they dreamt of; and in 2009 she was back with
After the Prophet, a straightforward and unbiased
account of the events that took place after the death of
the prophet Muhammad in the Islamic religion, that led
to the birth of the competing Shia and Sunni
denominations (which can be thought of as the Muslim
version of the "Catholic versus Protestant" debate
within Christianity). For those who already know a bit
about Islam, this book will come off as nothing special;
but for those of us Americans who barely know



anything about the religion, it's a welcome revelation,
with Hazleton retelling this story in a way specifically
designed to be easily relatable to Westerners, taking no
sides but simply presenting the facts as they're known
today. It's one of a number of great books I read in 2009
concerning topics from the Middle East (but more on
this in a bit), an area of the world that is becoming of
greater interest to more and more Americans by the
day.

Alice Fantastic, by Maggie Estep. Young authors in
our society are often celebrated for writing flashy,
controversial novels early in their careers; but we often
forget about many of these wunderkinds once they hit
middle-age, even as the mature books they put out are
far superior in both quality and tone. Take for example
infamous '90s slam poet Maggie Estep, who started her
career with a series of autobiographical books about
young, urban, artistic trainwrecks; but it's her newest,
Alice Fantastic from our friends at Akashic Books, that
far outshines any of these early volumes, which makes
it a shame that it was greeted with so little fanfare last
year. It's essentially an extended character study, taking
a look at one possible outcome for many of these
young, edgy hipsters, to basically become the exact
bitter, dumpy, suburban-dwelling loser they used to
make fun of; Estep's novel is basically an examination



of one such person (now a professional gambler living
in a run-down bungalow in a far borough of New
York), and the way she interacts with her feisty sister
and even feistier mother while spending time with them
in the upstate hippie community of Woodstock (where
Estep lives in real life). It's one of those slow-moving
character-heavy dramadies that can sometimes really
get under your skin, where the point is less to find out
"what happens" than to simply bask in the quirky,
comfortable environment that's been created, and it's a
great choice for those who prefer their novels to be light
on action but to say a lot about the human condition. A
nice change of pace for Estep, one that reflects her
continual maturation as an artist.

Himalayan Passage, by Jean Smith. It's no secret that
I received a ton of self-published books from print-on-
demand company iUniverse last year (21 titles
altogether, in fact), all of which I ended up reading and
reviewing; and sometimes my peers profess amazement
that I have the patience to slog through so many of
them, most of which are frankly only subpar at best.
But the benefit of this is that you occasionally stumble
across little gems you would've never known about
otherwise; and a good example of this would be Jean
Smith's Himalayan Passage, not groundbreaking by
any means but that kept me thoroughly entertained



throughout. Written by a practicing Buddhist who has
traveled extensively through southeast Asia, it's
essentially historical fiction of the bodice-ripping (sari-
ripping?) type, telling the story of a rural princess in a
remote mountain village who is sent to lowland India to
marry one of the Moghul emperors, and become part of
the royal harem for political purposes; and then along
the way, Smith uses this plot as an excuse to stir in all
kinds of fascinating facts and stunning mental images
from that actual period of history, turning in a book that
is part tour guide and part genre novel, especially
interesting for me since I was studying the history of
India myself last year anyway. Not for everyone, but a
real treat for those specifically curious about the
subject.

Monastery Ridge, by Henry West. And then here's
another good example of what I'm talking about, that in
fact illustrates what I think is the best thing of all about
the plethora of print-on-demand companies popping up
these days; that they provide an excuse for millions of
retired soldiers and other war veterans to write out their
stories, producing a breadth and depth of 20th-century
memoirs like never before seen in human history. This
one in particular is about the Korean War of the 1950s,
which in my opinion makes it extra fascinating, because
of this war rapidly starting to be forgotten by society at



large, despite its relative importance; squeezed in
between the juggernauts of World War Two and
Vietnam, although the conflict officially ended in a
stalemate, it was also the first-ever proxy fight between
the US and Soviet Union using a third-world nation as
their battleground, setting the tone for the 40-year Cold
War to come, and was also America's first experience
with jungle guerilla warfare, which of course would
play such a huge and disastrous role in the very next
conflict after this one. Memoirs like these are more
important than ever, precisely because they tell the
"inside story" of such events that are often glossed over
by textbooks; although West touches on major
moments in his own book, for example, the true joy of
it comes from the little moments of humor and
surrealism you would never think possible within such
an environment, including a truly brilliant tale of the
main character faking a bout of Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder during a weekend R&R getaway to a local
mountain spa resort, in an attempt to get easy sex from
an oversensitive nurse. There's a lot of self-published
books just like this one out there these days, but this
was one of the ones I just happened to particularly
enjoy in 2009.

Moral Clarity, by Susan Neiman. In these days of
Paris Hilton and "Are You Stupider Than A F-cking



Ten-Year-Old," it's always a rare treat to come across a
book designed specifically for the intelligent and no one
else, a title that proudly wears its smarts on its sleeve
and makes no apologies for it; one particularly great
one in 2009, for example, was Susan Neiman's thought-
provoking Moral Clarity, a book which combines
history, philosophy and non-partisan political theory to
basically explain why the US has devolved in the last
two decades into the trashy mess it now is. The answer,
she claims, is a combination of moral extremism and
hypocrisy, with both the left and right not only
becoming too radical in their views but also regularly
not practicing what they preach; and that's why Neiman
urges all of us to reconnect with the philosophical
principles of the Enlightenment, which not by
coincidence was the prevailing school of thought when
the US was first founded in the late 1700s, and its
remarkably far-sighted constitution written. A nice
example of combining purely theoretical thought and
practical real-world actions, this is exactly what the
doctor ordered for frazzled intellectuals who have
become disgusted with the cesspool of knee-jerk
stupidity our society has become.

Neurotica, by Elva Maxine Beach. Being a longtime
fan of erotica, I have to admit that there is only really
one type of story within this genre anymore that I seem



to really love, and that's when humor and dysfunction
are brought to the bedroom to tell a tale that feels dirty,
funny and very true at the same time. And when it
comes to this, look no further than Elva Maxine Beach's
hilarious yet cringe-inducing Neurotica, a book that
horrifies as much as it delights and titillates. It's
essentially a semi-autobiographical look at an
oversexed middle-ager down in Texas, a former party
queen who has never quite been able to give up her
tequila shots and Boys Of The Week, even as she now
receives more and more pointed comments from her
friends concerning the inappropriateness of it all; the
book itself, then, is a series of quirky vignettes
concerning this woman's love life, including her
accidental relationship with an S&M dom who she
doesn't realize until weeks in is actually a white-power
racist, her disastrous experiment at being a "sugarbaby"
for a McMansion-owning clean freak, and a lot more.
Full of the kinds of hot, embarrassing stories that will
make many smile in recognition, even if they would
never admit such a thing in public, it's a courageous
book that will be a real delight to any heavy reader of
erotica, and especially her fellow liberated middle-aged
women.

Perforated Heart, by Eric Bogosian. And speaking of
middle-aged artists who just keep getting better each



year, how I could let 2009 go by without mentioning
again celebrated '80s performance artist Eric Bogosian,
whose newest novel Perforated Heart 1s the kind of
quiet yet laser-precise examination of the human soul
that will stick in your head long afterward. Not exactly
an autobiographical story but more of an "alternate-
universe autobiography," Bogosian claims that this is
how he sees his life likely working out if he had not met
his wife at the point in his thirties that he did; as such,
then, it's essentially a doppelganger portrait of a
Bogosian who never was, a bitter and narcissistic has-
been whose recent heart attack has forced him to
confront the friendless, egomaniacal mess he's become.
Hypnotically intense precisely because Bogosian has
never actually led such a life himself, this veteran
character writer has an uncanny ability to show off all
the weaknesses of this "Evil Eric" not by actually
mentioning them, but simply by letting them be
reflected in the eyes of the people around him, making
what they don't say much more important than what
they do; and in the meanwhile, the novel also turns out
to be a fantastic look back at the real days of late-'70s
lower Manhattan, when a series of cutting-edge artists
and punk-rockers mingled with the junkies and
criminals of the neighborhood to produce such
underground stalwarts as the Ramones, Karen Finley,
Robert Mapplethorpe and Bogosian himself. Easily the



best full-length book so far of Bogosian's career, and

it's almost a crime that it didn't receive more attention
than 1t did.

Standing Still, by Kelly Simmons. It's true that I didn't
give this book exactly a stellar write-up when first
reviewing it, mostly because of it being designed to
appeal more to female readers who are fans of
Lifetime-Channel-style slow-moving emotional
dramas; but I also found myself often thinking about
this book at random moments in the six months since
first reading it, always a notable occurrence for
someone like me who reads over a hundred books a
year, and something I always think earns that book a
second look at the end of the year. It's basically the
story of a typical Lifetime audience member, a middle-
class soccer mom living a bland suburban existence,
who one day tragically catches someone trying to
abduct her daughter and ends up offering herself
instead; but as the book continues, mostly through a
series of inner-brain monologues while the woman is
tied to a hotel bed for a week, both she and we slowly
come to realize not only that there's a pretty good
reason for the abduction (having to do with some shady
business practices of her corporate-executive husband),
but that indeed this desperate kidnapper-for-hire is in
many ways a much more decent and honorable man



than her white-male-dick spouse, especially once it
becomes clear that he's trying to weasel out of paying
the ransom. It's not exactly my favorite type of story,
but is excellent for what it is; and this I feel is part of
my job as an arts critic, to sometimes point out books
that others are going to go crazy for but that I myself
won't. [ urge you to check out this sleeper hit in that
spirit.

Taj Mahal: Passion and Genius at the Heart of the
Moghul Empire, by Diana and Michael Preston.
Have I mentioned yet, by the way, that 2009 turned out
to be the year I decided to sit down and finally start
learning a lot more about the Middle East and southeast
Asia, just like is the case with so many other Americans
these days? That had me reading a whole plethora of
books on various related subjects; and one of my
favorites was Diana and Michael Preston's "NPR-
worthy" Taj Mahal, which as I explained yesterday
basically means a book that combines academic
research with an engaging narrative writing style.
Again, it's nothing too spectacular in general, but is a
fantastic gateway into the Moghul Empire for those like
me who know little about it, which was basically a
complex aristocracy that ruled much of what we now
call India, during the centuries we Westerners call the
Renaissance. It can be intimidating to try to learn about



an entire culture from scratch, so I'm appreciative of
well-written primers like these, which in this case uses
the construction of the insanely elaborate Taj Mahal (a
memorial to love built by one of the emperors for his
wife) as a centerpiece to examine all kinds of
fascinating basic details about the entire time period,
from the politics of the region to prevailing attitudes
about architecture and clothing, even to the limited
ways this society interacted with the West even then.
As before, this will be nothing special for those already
versed on the subject, but will be a much-appreciated
guide for those like me just now learning about these
subjects for the first time.



Best Experimental Novels

Because they get such an unfair shake at so many other
places, one of the things I most like to do here at
CCLaP is cover the topic of experimental literature as
deeply as I can, and to provide write-ups that are fair
and informative even while acknowledging the mere
fringe interest such books generate among the general
public. Here below, a look again at my eight favorite
such books of 2009, listed as always in alphabetical
order.

The Babylonian Trilogy, by Sebastien Doubinsky. I
became a big fan last year of Peter Crowther's PS
Publishing, a British small press known primarily for
gorgeous editions of horror and New Weird titles; and
one of the best that they put out in 2009 was The
Babylonian Trilogy, a series of novellas from celebrated
French author Sebastien Doubinsky, here making their
English-language debut. Doubinsky essentially
reimagines New York for these stories, as a place
similar to but slightly more fantastical than the real
thing, and including such alt-history touches as an
American military quagmire in Cuba instead of
Vietnam; he then sets a series of noir tales within such
an environment, only with most of them containing the



kinds of magical-realism details you would expect from
such a project. Subtle in its otherworldliness, this 1s the
type of genre project perfect for those who don't read
much of it, people who are perhaps fans of shows like
Lost and authors like Michael Chabon, and I have to
admit that this was one of my favorite fantastical
reading experiences of 2009.

Blankety Blank: A Memoir of Vulgaria, by D. Harlan
Wilson. Many of the books being highlighted today
received not exactly glowing reviews when I first
looked at them, mostly because of my reviews needing
to reflect the general audience that CCLaP's readership
is; but that doesn't stop any of these titles from being
great genre exercises for those who specifically like that
genre, which is why I'm often saying here that scores at
CCLaP don't always reflect the level of passion that
certain people will feel for that book. And a perfect
example of this is D. Harlan Wilson's Blankety Blank,
the latest by this underground author with a healthy cult
audience; because the fact is that this is about as good
as the zany world of "bizarro fiction" gets, even if that
world by its very definition is going to appeal only to a
small slice of the overall population. For those not
familiar with the subgenre, imagine the literary
equivalent of an old Warner Brothers cartoon, an
outlandishly unrealistic reality many times created



specifically to make a political point; for example, here
when the suburban family at the heart of our story
decides to build a glittering silver silo the size of a
skyscraper in their backyard for no particular reason,
you pretty well know that you have now firmly left
Updike and Cheever territory. Funny and perplexing,
not necessarily in that order, this is a must-read for fans
of Joss Whedon and Mystery Science Theatre 3000.

Broken Bulbs, by Eddie Wright. Who knew that the
twisted surrealist William S. Burroughs would end up
leaving such a pervasive cultural legacy by the time the
2000s rolled around? Known formally as "body horror,"
this subgenre of his invention largely consists of
stream-of-consciousness fever dreams that often
poetically examine such squeamish topics as addiction
and mutilation; and one of the best stories of this type I
read in 2009 was Eddie Wright's Broken Bulbs, even
more remarkable in that this is Wright's literary debut
as well. A potent cocktail of equal parts David Lynch
and Eli Roth, this slim book is not for the faint of heart;
but those who like their coffee strong will highly enjoy
this look at a drug which literally increases the creative
potential of a human brain (or a "chemical muse" as its
users call it), and the toll it takes on a hapless B-writer
who becomes addicted to it. A great choice for those
who are fans of early David Cronenberg, and I'm



looking forward now to more from this talented
newcomer.

The Late Work of Margaret Kroftis, by Mark Gluth.
So why do I wait until the actual new year to do my
best-of lists for the year before? Well, so that I'll have a
chance to catch little treasures like these that just
squeak in under the wire, with me originally reviewing
this novella literally in the week between Christmas and
New Year's Day. Part of a whole series of avant-garde
books picked and edited by edgeplay author Dennis
Cooper, Kroftis is not experimental from a writing
aspect but rather a plotting one; to be specific, although
the story itself is easily readable, it contains no three-act
structure at all, but rather takes a small detail from the
end of one chapter to start a tangential yet completely
different story in the next, moving at the beginning for
example from a look at an elderly writer with dementia
to the autobiographical short story that serves as her
suicide note, then immediately to a group of young
hipsters years later who are attempting to make an indie
film out of the story. The very definition of "inventive,"
this was a headscratching delight, and I wish that more
of these smart, challenging types of books would get
published by all the small presses of the world.



Muffy: or A Transmigration of Selves, by S.T. Gulik.
Transgression! BOO! Although a patience-stretching
handful by their very definition, I happen to think that
all of us could use at least a couple of projects in our
lives each year designed specifically to push boundaries
through the embrace of taboos; and one of the best
examples I saw in 2009 was S.T. Gulik's disgusting yet
oddly compelling Muffy. or A Transmigration of Selves.
A violence-filled erotic story in the tradition of such
Victorian classics as The Story of O., Gulik updates the
debauchery to reflect our gonzo, riot-grrl times, crafting
a lesbian love story of sorts between a full-time
masochist addicted to risky behavior and a sadistic
professional artist who makes sculptures of pain
literally out of her victims' body parts (a big hit among
the [lluminati members secretly running the
government, don't you know). Silly, nauseous, and
undeniably filthy, those who will be fans of Muffy
already know who they are, even if they're not in the
habit of telling anyone else.

Murderland: h8, by Garrett Cook. One of the great
advantages of being a genre author, and especially
when i1t comes to inventive horror, is that the audience
often doesn't need the strongest or most airtight
storyline possible, as long as that author delivers a
series of stunning visual images and clever concepts;



take for example Garrett Cook's Murderland: h8, the
first in a whole series of coming novels exploring quite
an intriguing alternate universe. The US now a post-
democracy (and possibly post-apocalyptic) society,
Cook imagines a nation full of vast sections where
murder is legal, as long as certain rules are followed;
this then lets him construct an entire culture to go with
this new reality, including street gangs that run around
dressed as their favorite historical serial killer, and even
a cable channel devoted to turning the best of these
monsters into reality-show celebrities. A great choice
for comics lovers looking for fast-paced text-based
novels, this bloody actioner is sure to give even the
most blase of you at least a few nightmares.

A Naked Singularity, by Sergio De La Pava.
Sometimes a book will come along that seems like it's
going to be a straightahead tale, just to have it turn out
to be mostly a showcase for that author's command of
language and story, a book filled with endless
digressions and inventive subplots; Thomas Pynchon is
perhaps the most famous of such iconoclasts, but you
can also think of people like Don DeLillo and David
Foster Wallace, all three of whom we ironically think of
as one-man genres unto themselves. And now you can
add Sergio De La Pava to this list, whose long-suffering
self-published debut 4 Naked Singularity seems at first



to be a typical crime noir, but quickly turns into a much
bigger and more complicated thing than that. Set within
the already Kafkaesque world of New York's public
defender office, it's a look at an overworking young
Latino attorney named Casi and the talky circles of
people around him (like his fellow wise-cracking
lawyers, the stoner hipsters who live across the hall
from him in Brooklyn, his "Ugly Betty" style Hispanic
extended family, etc); one day a blabbermouth client
lets on about a major yet security-light drug deal that
will be going down soon in the city, which sets the
events in motion for the caper plot that fuels the second
half of the book, as well as the disastrous repercussions
when the caper goes wrong, like it always seemingly
does in noirs. But like Pynchon, the whole point of
reading A Naked Singularity is not for the boilerplate
plot itself, but rather the remarkable way that De La
Pava actually constructs his scenes, his Mamet-like
mastery over tough, slangy dialogue, and the endless
side stories that the main character is seemingly always
spinning off in his narration, born from sometimes the
most blase occurrences. A tough sell but a highly
rewarding read, this 700-page doorstop is immensely
worth tackling, especially for all you Infinite Jest fans
out there.



The Painting and the City, by Robert Freeman
Wexler. And then here finally is yet another superior
New Weird novel from PS Publishing, by a highly
regarded yet only modestly-selling genre veteran who I
actually first became a fan of a few years ago, because
of his story collection Psychological Methods To Sell
Should Be Destroyed; it's basically two stories in one,
not just the tale of a mysterious painting discovered
under mysterious circumstances in modern New Y ork,
but also the Victorian tale of the painting itself, a
conspiracy-laced story that leads us down some strange
Lovecraftian holes at times. Like John Crowley or Tim
Powers, then, Wexler uses this milieu not to write a
thriller but rather to craft a subtle, slow-moving story,
in which we slowly get glimpses of an entire alternative
existence that might or might not be surrounding us at
all times without most of us knowing; and along the
way he throws in some really inspired touches, for
example like making Charles Dickens an adventure-
seeking character within the actual story, who just
happens to be visiting New York during the time of
these events and manages to get sucked into them. One
of my favorite genre authors out there right now, and
it's a shame that he's not as well-known yet as many of
his peers.



The CCLaP Guilty Pleasure
Awards

Ah, guilty pleasures! Aren't they why we become book
lovers in the first place? Although CCLaP is ostensibly
dedicated to "serious literature" most of the time, the
truth 1s that some of my favorite reading experiences of
all come from goofy genre actioners, graphic novels,
and other fare that you'll never see reviewed in the New
York Times. Here below, a look again at seven such
books from 2009 that I found particularly great, listed
as always in alphabetical order.

Blue, by J.D. Riso. | was surprised after originally
reviewing this to learn from the author that it had been
received disastrously by many of the real people who
had inspired it in the first place; but then after thinking
about it, I realized that that's actually no surprise at all,
and that it speaks of the surprising power Riso brings to
what in other people's hands would've been a pretty by-
the-numbers erotic tale. Inspired loosely by events from
the author's fascinating actual past, it tells the story of a
masochistic victim of childhood abuse who runs away
from home as a jailbait teen, then falls down the rabbit
hole of the sex industry because of a cartoonishly dom
drug-dealer boyfriend, landing first in the stripper



ghetto of southern California and then eventually
moving to Guam, a favorite destination for rich
Japanese businessmen with fetishes for American
blondes. What makes this remarkable, though, is the
intense sense of complex realism Riso brings to this
story, balancing the dirty parts with incredibly sobering
looks at the down-sides of such a lifestyle; and this is
obviously why the author's old friends balked at the
finished manuscript, in that it takes a probing look at
the dysfunction, self-delusion, and rampant abuse of
unusual drugs that fuels such a community, how a
steady diet of cash, prescription pills and slimy
opportunists can eventually convince many women in
such a situation that they are just one step away from a
Jenna-Jameson-style mainstream career breakthrough,
keeping them continuously mired in the scummy low-
class environment they're actually in. It's this
combination of VIP-room fantasy and tragic
repercussions that keeps Blue so riveting, and as a result
it stands as one of the best pieces of erotica I've read in
years and years.

Boneshaker, by Cherie Priest. Oh, Cherie Priest, how
I love you, ya big f-ckin' nerd! Who else but a
dedicated geek, after all, would come up with such an
inventive central premise for her uber-steampunk
actioner Boneshaker -- inventor of deep-earth drilling



machine has an accident that destroys downtown
Seattle -- then add the fact that the survivors all become
zombies because of a mysterious underground gas, then
add an entire fictional alt-history timeline to the thing
because it's just not nerdy enough yet! Whew! The
genre novel to beat all genre novels in 2009, this
literary Frankenstein combines elements of Jules Verne,
George Romero, John Carpenter and Harry Turtledove,
even while framing the entire thing around a family
drama featuring a tough, spunky single mom as our
main hero; and if you too don't end up completely
adoring it by the end, you deserve to have your brass
raygun and ComiCon weekend pass stripped from your
blasphemous soul. A much deserved surprise national
hit for this already respected author and industry editor,
and I'm already salivating for the coming volume two in
this epic series.

Cyberabad Days, by Ian McDonald. This book
actually made the list on a technicality; although it
really was published for the first time in 2009, it's in
actuality a companion volume of stories to augment Ian
McDonald's 2004 science-fiction saga River of Gods,
and it was actually that one that blew me away more
than this one. A day-after-tomorrow tale set in India on
the centennial of its independence, there's a very good
reason that McDonald is known as the spiritual heir of



the old '80s "cyberpunk" movement; and that's because
he's a master at taking today's hottest issues and
extrapolating them just a few realistic yet fantastical
steps forward, giving us here a glittering but war-torn
southeast Asia that is now firmly a global leader in
technology and entertainment, even as the ever-
remaining third-world elements of that region continue
to cause havoc to the city-based modernizers' best-laid
plans. It's a big sweaty challenge of a book, one that
will take most people a month or two to finish but that
will make you feel like you're literally there the whole
time; although ironically, far from needing to read the
novel first in order for the story collection to make
sense, many people would actually be better off to start
with the stories first, in that they at least get some of the
massive exposition this universe requires out of the way
more quickly than the main novel does. One of the five
best SF titles of the entire 2000s so far, and an absolute
must-read for any genre fan.

Dust and Shadow: An Account of the Ripper Killings
by Dr. John H. Watson, by Lyndsay Faye. ['ve
mentioned this many times already, but I'm a bit of a
sucker for Sherlock Holmes stories, something |
consider the "comfort food" of my usually strict literary
diet; and they don't get much better than Lyndsay
Faye's remarkable Dust and Shadow, a book so well-



done that it even received an endorsement from the
official Arthur Conan Doyle estate. It's one of several
treatments over the decades concerning the idea of
Holmes taking on the infamous "Jack The Ripper" case,
which of course was an actual serial-killer mystery
going on at the time that the original Holmes stories
were being written; and under Faye's nimble hands,
Dust and Shadow becomes as much a fascinating and
well-researched look at all the real details of that actual
case as it is a Victorian detective thriller. But make no
mistake, this is a Victorian detective thriller, with spot-
on dialogue and even a few fantastical steampunk
touches, the exact kind of clever reimagining that one
hopes will always come whenever a famous literary
character passes into the public domain. The very
definition of "guilty pleasure," this is undoubtedly one
of the few titles in 2009 I will probably read again in
the future, even while keeping mum about it at
intellectual cocktail parties.

Human Disastrophism: A Love and Rockets Book, by
Gilbert Hernandez. This is yet another title that made
the list on a technicality; although the book itself was
published last year, it's actually a collection of stories
from the seminal comic book Love and Rockets, some
of which originally appeared over 25 years ago. Oh, but
how can I pass up the opportunity to mention Love and



Rockets again?! Part of the long-running "Palomar"
storyline that ran in the comic for decades, this is
essentially Hernandez's sipeff homage to Gabriel
Garcia Marquez, which like 7100 Years of Solitude takes
a multigenerational look at a tiny Mexican village and
the myriad of events that happen there, including plenty
of magical-realism touches; this particular volume, part
of a whole series of oversized paperbacks being put out
by Fantagraphics these days, reprints a particularly dark
story arc from the Palomar series, concerning a serial
killer that passes through town and the chaos his actions
create within this incestuous community. If you've
never read Love and Rockets before, you really owe it
to yourself to do so, not just to read some fine stories
but to understand more of the history of American
grown-up comics; and these affordable new paperbacks
are a great way to do it.

Nobody Move, by Denis Johnson. It's a well-known
trick among writers to follow up a challenging epic
with a small and fluffy genre exercise, not just to
"cleanse the artistic palette" but to keep expectations
low among a fickle public; for example, look at gritty
man's man Denis Johnson, who followed up his
mindblowing 2008 Vietnam epic Tree of Smoke (itself
a best-of title here in the past) with this little hiccup of a
book, a nearly perfect crime noir that will take most



people no more than a day or two to get through. In the
style of the Coen Brothers, it's a darkly funny look at a
ridiculously contrived caper among a group of
incompetent petty criminals, with barely a single detail
that you haven't already seen a hundred times in old
black-and-white films from the 1930s and '40s; but
Johnson gets nearly every detail of his cliched story
almost exactly right, including his infamous mastery
over clipped, smart dialogue, making it almost a
textbook example of how to write a great noir tale. One
of those books to borrow instead of buy, this will
certainly change no one's life, but is highly entertaining
anyway from nearly the first page to the last.

Sardinian Silver, by A. Colin Wright. | mentioned
here a few days ago what the main benefit is of reading
through the dozens of self-published titles each year
that I do, which is the opportunity to stumble across
little gems that no one else does; and one of my favorite
self-published gems of 2009 turned out to be Sardinian
Silver, retired professor A. Colin Wright's slightly
fictionalized memoir of his time as a youth in the
swinging early '60s on the Mediterranean island of
Sardinia, boozing and womanizing as part of his job as
an "insider liaison" for a hip travel agency back in the
UK. It's a delightfully unhurried book that aims more to
set a mood than to tell a traditional three-act story, and I



have to confess that I found myself thoroughly charmed
by the portrait of Modernist hedonism that Wright
paints here, with the decades that have passed allowing
him to look back on these events with much self-
deprecating humor, even as it's his youthful arrogance
that makes them so funny to begin with. It's one of
those titles that shows the true biggest worth of the self-
publishing format, the opportunity to put out great little
stories that may never be bestsellers, but are still
intensely loved by the small audience particularly
drawn to them; and it's my sincere hope that more and
more of these retired Baby Boomers will sit down and
write out their own memoirs of youthful indiscretion
soon.

And that it's for my look back at my favorite 33 books
of 2009; I hope you enjoyed reading this as much as I
enjoyed writing it. As always, I appreciate and thank
you for being a loyal reader to begin with, and I hope
you'll get a chance to stick around in 2010 and go
through the process all over again.
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