D Contemporary

L1terary CI‘IthlSIIl |

'YEARBOOK 2014



Volume 389

Contemporary
Literary Criticism
Yearbook 2014

A Retrospective Covering the Year’s
New Authors, Prizewinners, and Obituaries

Lawrence J. Trudeau

___ EDITOR
aﬁ}ii)\ J‘tj t

;;ﬁ 45

Produced in association with
Layman Poupard Publishing

~ - GALE

& ;
[ CENGAGE Learning:
Farmington Hills, Mich « San Fra + New York « Waterville, Maine
Mer dn,Corm- Oh « Chicago



GALE
CENGAGE Learning

Contemporary Literary Criticism, Vol. 389
Layman Poupard Publishing, LLC

Editorial Directors: Richard Layman,
Dennis Poupard

Editorial Production Manager: Janet Hill
Permissions Manager: Kourtnay King

Quality Assurance Manager:
Katherine Macedon

Production Technology Manager:
Natalie Fulkerson

Content Conversion, Data Coding,
Composition: Apex CoVantage, LLC

Advisors to LPP:
Ward W. Briggs
Robert C. Evans
James Hardin
Joel Myerson
Andrew S. Rabin

Volume Advisors:

Mildred R. Mickle, Penn State Greater Allegheny
(for “*Maya Angelou”)

Douglas S. Kern, University of Maryland, College
Park (for “Amiri Baraka”)

Paul Stasi, State University of New York at
Albany (for “Richard Flanagan”)

Pascale Baker, University of Sheffield
(for “Gabriel Garcia Marquez”)

Jeanne-Marie Jackson, Johns Hopkins University
(for “Nadine Gordimer”)

Peter C. Molin, Rutgers University
(for “Phil Klay”)

Lynn A. Higgins, Dartmouth College
(for “Patrick Modiano”)

Erin E. Templeton, Converse College
(for “Donna Tartt”)

Printed in Mexico
1234567191817 16 15

© 2016 Gale, Cengage Learning
WCN: 01-100-101

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this work covered by the copyright herein
may be reproduced, transmitted, stored, or used in any form or by any
means graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including but not limited to
photocopying, recording, scanning, digitizing, taping, Web distribution,
information networks, or information storage and retrieval systems, except
as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright
Act, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

This publication is a creative work fully protected by all applicable copyright
laws, as well as by misappropriation, trade secret, unfair competition, and
other applicable laws. The authors and editors of this work have added
value to the underlying factual material herein through one or more of the
following: unique and original selection, coordination, expression,
arrangement, and classification of the information.

For product information and technology assistance, contact us at
Gale Customer Support, 1-800-877-4253.

For permission to use material from this text or product,
submit all requests online at www.cengage.com/permissions.
Further permissions questions can be emailed to
permissionrequest@cengage.com

While every effort has been made to ensure the reliability of the information
presented in this publication, Gale, a part of Cengage Learning, does not
guarantee the accuracy of the data contained herein. Gale accepts no
payment for listing; and inclusion in the publication of any organization,
agency, institution, publication, service, or individual does not imply
endorsement of the editors or publisher. Errors brought to the attention of
the publisher and verified to the satisfaction of the publisher will be
corrected in future editions.

Gale

27500 Drake Rd.

Farmington Hills, MI, 48331-3535

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOG CARD NUMBER 76-46132
ISBN-13: 978-1-4103-1235-8

ISSN: 0091-3421




Contemporary
Literary Criticism
Yearbook 2014



Guide to Gale Literary Criticism Series

For criticism on

Consult these Gale series

Authors now living or who died
after December 31, 1999

CONTEMPORARY LITERARY CRITICISM (CLC)

Authors who died between
1900 and 1999

TWENTIETH-CENTURY LITERARY CRITICISM (TCLC)

Authors who died between
1800 and 1899

NINETEENTH-CENTURY LITERATURE CRITICISM (NCLC)

Authors who died between
1400 and 1799

LITERATURE CRITICISM FROM 1400 TO 1800 (LC)

SHAKESPEAREAN CRITICISM (SC)

Authors who died before 1400

CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL LITERATURE CRITICISM (CMLC)

Authors of books for children
and young adults

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE REVIEW (CLR)

Dramatists

DRAMA CRITICISM (DC)

Poets

POETRY CRITICISM (PC)

Short story writers

SHORT STORY CRITICISM (SSC)

Literary topics and movements

HARLEM RENAISSANCE: A GALE CRITICAL COMPANION (HR)
THE BEAT GENERATION: A GALE CRITICAL COMPANION (BG)
FEMINISM IN LITERATURE: A GALE CRITICAL COMPANION (FL)

GOTHIC LITERATURE: A GALE CRITICAL COMPANION (GL)

Asian American writers of the last
two hundred years

ASIAN AMERICAN LITERATURE (AAL)

Black writers of the past two
hundred years

BLACK LITERATURE CRITICISM (BLC)
BLACK LITERATURE CRITICISM SUPPLEMENT (BLCS)

BLACK LITERATURE CRITICISM: CLASSIC AND EMERGING
AUTHORS SINCE 1950 (BLC-2)

Hispanic writers of the late
nineteenth and twentieth
centuries

HISPANIC LITERATURE CRITICISM (HLC)

HISPANIC LITERATURE CRITICISM SUPPLEMENT (HLCS)

Native North American writers
and orators of the eighteenth,
nineteenth, and twentieth centuries

NATIVE NORTH AMERICAN LITERATURE (NNAL)

Major authors from the
Renaissance to the present

WORLD LITERATURE CRITICISM, 1500 TO THE PRESENT (WLC)

WORLD LITERATURE CRITICISM SUPPLEMENT (WLCS)




Preface

a ten-year hiatus in which no CLC Yearbook volumes were published from 1998-2007, the CLC Yearbook volumes

are now published once annually, beginning with Volume 280, a literary retrospective of 2008. CLC provides a com-
prehensive survey of modern literature by presenting criticism on the works of novelists, poets, playwrights, short-story wri-
ters, scriptwriters, and other creative writers now living or who died after December 31, 1999. Volumes published from 1973
through 1999 include authors who died after December 31, 1959. A strong emphasis is placed on including criticism of
works by established authors who frequently appear on syllabuses of high school and college literature courses.

Contemporary Literary Criticism Yearbook is part of the ongoing Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series. After

To complement this broad coverage, the CLC Yearbook focuses more specifically on a given year’s literary activities and fea-
tures a larger number of currently noteworthy authors than is possible in standard CLC volumes. CLC Yearbook provides
students, teachers, librarians, researchers, and general readers with information and commentary on the outstanding literary
works and events of a given year.

Format of the Book

CLC Volume 389: Yearbook 2014, which includes criticism on fourteen authors, is divided into three sections—“New
Authors,” “Prizewinners,” and “In Memoriam” entries.

New Authors—This section introduces six writers who received significant critical recognition for their first major work(s)
of fiction during 2014 or whose work was translated into English or published in the United States for the first time. Authors
were selected for inclusion if their work was reviewed in several prominent literary periodicals.

Prizewinnners—This section begins with a list of literary prizes and honors announced in 2014, citing the award, award cri-
teria, the recipient, and the title of the prizewinning work (if applicable). Following the listing of prizewinners is a presenta-
tion of four entries on individual award winners, representing a mixture of genres and nationalities.

In Memoriam—This section consists of critical essays, reminiscences, tributes, retrospective articles, and obituary notices
on four authors who died during 2014. In addition, an Obituaries section follows the four “In Memoriam” entries. The Obit-
uaries provide brief biographical information on other deceased prominent literary figures who died during 2014.

Organization of the Book

The CLC Yearbook consists of criticism drawn from literary reviews, general magazines, newspapers, websites, books, and
scholarly journals. Yearbook entries variously contain the following elements:

B An Author Heading in the “New Authors” and “Prizewinners” sections cites the name under which the author most
commonly wrote, and the title of the work discussed in the entry (if applicable); the “In Memoriam” section includes
the author’s name and birth and death years. The author’s full name, pseudonyms (if any) under which the author
has published, nationality, and principal genres are listed on the first line of the author entry.

B A brief Introduction to the author and his or her work precedes the reprinted criticism in the “New Authors”
sections.

® A Biographical Information, Major Works, and Critical Reception section contains background information that
introduces the reader to the author or work that is the subject of each “Prizewinners” entry and each “In Memoriam”

entry.

® A listing of Principal Works is included for all entries in the “Prizewinners” and “In Memoriam” sections.
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m  The reprinted Criticism represents essays selected by editors to reflect the spectrum of opinion about a specific
work or about an author’s writing in general. The criticism is typically arranged chronologically, adding a useful per-
spective to the entry. In the “New Authors,” “Prizewinners,” and “In Memoriam™ sections, all titles by the author
being discussed are printed in boldface type, enabling the reader to more easily identify the author’s work.

m A complete Bibliographical Citation, designed to help the user find the original essay or book, precedes each se-
lected piece of reprinted criticism.

m Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

®  An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included here.
Cross references, presented as boxed material, following the Further Reading list provide references to other bio-
graphical and critical sources on the author in series published by Gale.

Other Features

The CLC Yearbook also includes the following features:

An Acknowledgments section lists the copyright holders who have granted permission to reprint material in this volume of
CLC. 1t does not, howeyver, list every book or periodical reprinted or consulted during the preparation of this volume.

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale, in-
cluding CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC vol-
ume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in other Literary Criticism Series.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume are
followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations of
foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles of
novels, dramas, films, nonfiction books, and poetry, short-story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while individual
poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks. All titles reviewed in CLC and in the
other Literary Criticism Series can be found online in the Gale Literary Index.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information so
that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted criticism
may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as Modern Language Association (MLA) style or University of Chicago Press
style. Both the MLLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the current standards for
citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats within a list of citations.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the Modern Language Association
of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, Tth ed. (New York: MLA, 2009. Print); the first example per-
tains to material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29.1 (2005):
130-45. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 188-95. Print.
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Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” Canadian Women Writing Fiction. Ed. Mickey Pearlman. Jack-
son: UP of Mississippi, 1993. 41-52. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit:
Gale, 2008. 276-82. Print.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the sec-
ond to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29, no. 1 (April
2005): 130-45. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 188-95. Detroit: Gale,
2008.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” In Canadian Women Writing Fiction, edited by Mickey Pearl-
man, 41-52. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited
by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 276-82. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Suggestions Are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments, are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Product Manager:

Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
Cengage Learning
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8884
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Yelena Akhtiorskaya

Panic in a Suitcase

Ukrainian-born American novelist and essayist.

The following entry provides an overview of critical re-
sponse to Akhtiorskaya’s novel Panic in a Suitcase (2014).

INTRODUCTION

Panic in a Suitcase is the highly praised first novel by
Yelena Akhtiorskaya, who was born in Odessa, in the So-
viet Union, in 1985 and immigrated to Brighton Beach,
Brooklyn, with her family when she was seven years old.
She received an MFA from Columbia University and was
awarded a Posen Fellowship in fiction. Set in Brighton
Beach and Odessa, Panic in a Suitcase follows three gen-
erations of the Nasmertov family. The novel is divided into
two parts, the first focusing on Pasha, an aloof poet of some
renown and the last Nasmertov still living in Odessa, and
the second on his niece Frida, who immigrated with the rest
of the family to the United States when she was a child. The
novel opens in 1993, as the family prepares for Pasha’s first
visit to Brighton Beach. His mother, Esther, has been diag-
nosed with breast cancer, and the family hopes to convince
him to relocate permanently to America.

After Pasha’s arrival, the family takes trips that reflect their
life in the old country, going first to the beach at Coney
Island—reminiscent of that in Odessa—and then to a lake-
side cabin in upstate New York that evokes memories of
their beloved summer dacha. In Manhattan, Pasha catches
up with immigrant friends, visits flea markets and mu-
seums, and attends literary functions. Though he enjoys
the experience and pledges to begin his application for
immigrant status, deep down he knows he will remain in
Odessa. As Pasha’s sister, Marina, drops him off at the
airport for his return flight, she realizes that she and the
rest of family actually prefer that Pasha remain in Ukraine,
maintaining their connection to the homeland.

When Esther takes a turn for the worse the following year,
Pasha returns. Despite knowing that the visit complicates
his chances for immigration, the family continues to en-
courage Pasha’s relocation. Hoping to secure Pasha em-
ployment in the United States, his father, Robert, secretly
sets up a meeting with a Harvard professor interested in
translating a volume of Pasha’s poetry into English. Robert
hopes also to introduce the professor to Frida, whom the
family hopes will follow in her grandparents’ footsteps and
become a doctor. The idea backfires when Frida has a
tantrum and the professor turns out to be a drunk. Later

in the trip, Pasha returns from an evening spent with sev-
eral New York writers to find that Esther has died. After the
funeral, he returns to Odessa and the issue of his immigra-
tion is dropped.

The second part of the novel is set in 2008. Frida, now in
her mid-twenties, is visiting home on summer break from
medical school. Lonely, insecure, and frustrated with her
studies, she begs Marina to allow her to visit Odessa to
attend the wedding of Pasha’s son, Sanya. Marina and the
rest of the family eventually give in, on the condition that
Frida will closely monitor conditions in Odessa, Pasha’s
lifestyle, and, most important, the state of the dacha.

In Odessa, Frida stays in the gloomy apartment shared by
Pasha, now the most eminent yet maligned literary figure in
the city, and his second wife, Sveta, whom he met in New
York during his first visit. Frida is barely able to venture
into the city before Pasha informs her that he and Sveta will
soon be leaving to attend a literary conference in Georgia,
that the dacha has been abandoned, and that Sveta’s brother
and his family will be vacationing at the apartment while
the couple is away. On the morning of Pasha and Sveta’s
departure, Frida learns that Sanya’s wedding has been
called off. She soon runs afoul of Sveta’s family and wan-
ders aimlessly around Odessa until she finds herself outside
the dacha, which is blocked from view by a large locked
gate.

Overcome with exhaustion and desperation, Frida collapses
and is accosted by Pasha’s ex-wife, Nadia, who has taken
over the dacha. Nadia opens the gate for her, revealing a
dilapidated structure and an overgrown plot of land. She
explains that her cousins, who are “sickly from Chernobyl,”
have been using the estate as a sanatorium. When Nadia
falls asleep, Frida flees to a crowded beach. While she is
swimming, her cell phone and money are stolen. When she
returns to Pasha’s apartment, she learns that Sanya and his
fiancée have reconciled. Frida determines that she will not
return to medical school and will deliberately miss her flight
back to the United States.

Despite enjoying the conference, Pasha experiences frus-
tration after he alienates himself during an interview by
criticizing the majority of the poets there. He calls Frida
and, for the first time, candidly describes his disappoint-
ment with life in Odessa and his realization that the works
for which he regularly receives praise are from early in his
career. Frida informs Pasha that Sanya’s wedding is back
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on, and he resolves to leave the conference early and return
to Odessa.

Panic in a Suitcase subverts what Maureen Corrigan (2014;
see Further Reading) called “the classic coming-to-America
tale.” In a 2014 interview with NPR (see Further Reading),
Akhtiorskaya characterized the work as an “anti-immigrant
immigrant novel,” noting that she sought to complicate the
idea that a new country offers “incredible opportunities and
it’s so much better than the old place and you just forge
ahead.” Though Pasha develops an affection for American
culture, he is ultimately unable to shake the impression that
his “fellow countrymen hadn’t ventured bravely into a new
land, they’d borrowed a tiny nook at the very rear of some-
one else’s crumbling estate to make a tidy replication of the
messy, imperfect original they’d gone through so many
hurdles to escape, imprisoning themselves in their own
lack of imagination.” Frida has a similarly sobering experi-
ence in Odessa. Though the city “had more obligatory
sights than London, Paris, and Rome combined” according
to her family, she regards Odessa as “a backwater town,
delusional province, cultural wasteland.”

As Yevgeniya Traps (2014; see Further Reading) observed,
the novel ultimately suggests that “time and place do not
necessarily change the fundamental facts of personality and
of self-conception.” Near the end of his visit, Pasha admits
that he had decided against immigrating well before arriv-
ing in Brighton Beach. His opinion that decisions are the
inevitable result of “inchoate stirring forces” is contrasted
with Frida’s realization that the “illusion of destiny” stems
from denying one’s ability to anticipate and actively influ-
ence events. While her trip is equally, if not more, disap-
pointing than Pasha’s, Frida resolves not to take “solace in
the thought that at least it was meant to be so,” but instead to
forge from the experience a positive outcome.

Panic in a Suitcase has received widespread critical ac-
claim, earning a spot on most respected notable-books-
of-the-year lists. Stephanie Shapiro (2014; see Further
Reading) called it a “polished and accomplished first
novel,” comparing Akhtiorskaya’s sense of humor to that
of Vladimir Nabokov and the Marx brothers. Carlo Wolff
(2014) praised Akhtiorskaya’s “linguistic gifts,” but took
issue with her “frequent shifts in focus and viewpoint.”
Nonetheless, Wolff described Panic in a Suitcase as worth-
while for its “weird contemporary take on the classic Rus-
sian novel.” While Traps expressed reservations about
critical comparisons between Panic in a Suitcase and the
novels of Nabokov, she predicted that Akhtiorskaya “may
well write a true masterpiece and soon.”

Hollis Beach
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CRITICISM

Carlo Wolff (review date 2014)

SOURCE: Wolff, Carlo. “Brand-New World, Same Old
Family: In Panic in a Suitcase, Yelena Akhtiorskaya Pens
a Funny Tale of Russian Emigrés.” Rev. of Panic in a
Suitcase, by Yelena Akhtiorskaya. Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
24 Aug. 2014: BS. Print.

[n the following review, Wolff lauds Akhtiorskaya’s humor
and “linguistic gifts,” but takes issue with her “frequent
shifts in focus and viewpoint.” Nonetheless, Wolff describes
Panic in a Suitcase as “a weird contemporary take on the
classic Russian novel” that is “worth slogging through.”]

Like some traditional Russian meals, Yelena Akhtior-
skaya’s debut novel “Panic in a Suitcase” is a matter of
many courses. And like those feasts, it’s worth slogging
through (the caviar and vodka are great in that country, but
the main dishes can be overcooked) for dessert. Reaching
the end is worth the journey, though the trip can be taxing.

“Panic in a Suitcase” is a dense, baroque fiction about the
Nasmertov family in its native Odessa and in Brighton
Beach, Brooklyn, the family’s more challenging, if more
promising, new home. It’s a lyrical, funny and scattered
novel.

The Nasmertov around whom “Panic’ [Panic in a Suit-
case] revolves is Pavel Robertovich, or Pasha, a neuras-
thenic poet of girth, hypochondria and appetite. Pasha’s
sister, the thrifty Marina, deplores his lack of ambition;
Frida, Marina’s restless daughter (and likely an autobio-
graphical ringer for the author herself), admires her uncle.
The relationship between Frida and Pasha is among the
more deftly crafted plot lines in this complicated, occa-
sionally vexing book.

“Panic” spans 20 years in exploring cities with much in
common: a seaside locale, retail as Russian in Brooklyn as
in Ukraine, close-knit, cramped Jewish families, a fatalis-
tic but nourishing sense of humor.

While there is much to admire, particularly the language,
Ms. Akhtiorskaya overstuffs her book, tracking one per-
son, then another, then a third. The characters are well
developed, but the frequent shifts in focus and viewpoint
hobble the book’s drive.

I read this with interest and admiration—Ms. Akhtior-
skaya, who is under 30, writes like an old soul, making
“Panic” a weird contemporary take on the classic Russian
novel—but felt a bit lost if I put it down for a few days.
Still, it always drew me back in.

Launched with Pasha’s first visit to the United States,
capped by the imminent Odessa wedding of Pasha’s son
Sanya (whom we never get to know), “Panic” attempts to
bridge the gap between the old (Odessa) and the new
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(Brighton Beach). Ms. Akhtiorskaya clearly feels at home
in both.

Frida, too, feels at home, as in a gathering in Brighton
Beach, where Frida meets a friend and unwinds, plopping
herself into a beanbag chair:

The other beanbag chairs were occupied by youngish
intellectual types who exhibited in equal measure Odessa
humor, Petersburg interests (sans pretensions), Moscow
cosmopolitanism (without the coarseness of hard conso-
nants), and New York transit proficiency; who watched
Tarnovsky films and played chess (and would finally suc-
ceed in teaching her how); who listened to Pink Floyd and
Vysotsky and could recite whole stanzas of Eugene One-
gin but never went on too long doing so, choosing instead
to dance a little, European style, inside the beanbag for-
tress; who had jobs in the sciences but whose passions lay
in art and literature; who got together every weekend in a
casual but never obligatory manner and considered this
gang, this kompaniya of theirs, a second family, sort of the
way her parents considered their kompaniya.

There’s a whole social milieu here. There’s also a very long
sentence. The two speak to Ms. Akhtiorskaya’s gift—and
to what complicates the book.

Ms. Akhtiorskaya can be funny, too, which helps. When
Frida arrives in Odessa for Sanya’s wedding, her half
brother Volk meets her at the airport. The airport is chal-
lenging:
Her heart intensified its drum as she charged at the auto-
matic doors separating her from Odessa air, like Moses
marching at a sea that didn’t split. Momentum brought her
cheek up against the glass. Peeling herself off, she stepped
back, dumbstruck. Volk whipped out a pocketknife. He
inserted the blade into a crack between doors and flipped
his wrist, creating a space that his fingers could squeeze
through, and proceeded to very unautomatically pry apart
the doors.

“Panic in a Suitcase” effectively paints the picture of
family that is anything but smooth, and for the most
part, Ms. Akhtiorskaya’s unique linguistic gifts reflect
and even illuminate her rough-textured worlds.

Thomas Chatterton Williams (review date 2014)

SOURCE: Williams, Thomas Chatterton. Rev. of Panic in
a Suitcase, by Yelena Akhtiorskaya. San Francisco Chron-
icle 7 Sept. 2014: NM6. Print.

[In the following review, Williams claims that in Panic in
a Suitcase Akhtiorskaya “approaches the fundamental ex-
perience of exile with tenderness and satiric wit.” He char-
acterizes the novel as an examination of “why you can’t go
home again.”]

Border-controlled fact informs fiction again in Yelena
Akhtiorskaya’s spirited first novel about a family of Ukrai-
nian immigrants who relocate from Odessa to Brighton
Beach. Akhtiorskaya herself arrived in the Little Odessa

section of Brooklyn when she was 7. Her narrative, which
bounces back and forth between the two countries, opens
in 1993 and spans a decade and a half in the lives of
the Nasmertov family, all of whom have immigrated to
America except for Pasha, an indecisive, childlike 40-
year-old favorite son, who “doesn’t tie shoelaces or own a
cell phone” and has managed to stay behind. But at his
sister’s prodding, he, too, makes the trip to Brooklyn to
visit their cancer-stricken mother. Pasha is presented in
Akhtiorskaya’s typically rich prose: “sickly from the outset,
the dysfunction lying in the vital organs (heart, lungs), nose
and ears disproportionately large for the head, head abnor-
mally large for the body, premature stains under the eyes,
spooky immobility of gaze, vermicelli limbs, metabolic
peculiarities.” He is also described as “a literary man ...
the greatest poet—not just in Odessa, mind you, but in all of
the former SSSR!” Akhtiorskaya approaches the funda-
mental experience of exile with tenderness and satiric wit
from the perspective of an un-victimized family struggling
to make it in America but with the means and, once the
Soviet Union falls, freedom to return home should they
wish to. Later on, when Pasha’s young niece, Frida, now
an uninspired medical school student, attends her cousin’s
wedding in Odessa, she finds herself in “a city, a nation, a
society, perhaps a whole culture in decay,” alienated in the
mythologized land of her family’s collective imagination.
There are many reasons, and not all of them tragic, Akh-
tiorskaya wryly shows, why you can’t go home again.
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