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sets himself” was not, as Turner writes, 
“heroic and heroically impossible.” It was a 
vision to aspire to, like any artist’s vision. 
Henry Miller was a man who wrote word 
after word while dealing with the pain of a 
crumbling marriage and the indignities of 
poverty, and who, like each of us, daily 
experienced the subtle and inexpressible 
“miracle” of being. Perhaps to speak of such 
things is still obscene, but to read how a 
person navigated the wilderness inside and 
wrote Tropic of Cancer would be TNT.
—Sheila heti 

KaSher in the rye 
by moshe kasher  
New york: GraNd CeNtral. 320 paGes. $25.

In Los Angeles comedian Moshe Kasher’s 
first book, the clever vitriol of the per-

former’s fast-paced stand-up routines meets 
the vulnerable sincerity of a man who “gave 
a fuck very much.” His biography, distilled 
in the book’s lengthy subtitle, The True Tale 
of a White Boy from Oakland Who Became 
a Drug Addict, Criminal, Mental Patient, 
and Then Turned 16, reads like a dayyenu 
refrain: Any one of these details “would 
have been enough” for readers to deem the 
writer’s adolescence both thorny and 
enthralling. And yet God granted more. 

When it came to family life, Kasher was 
given quite a load to bear. In the early 1980s, 
his deaf mother (“a frantic, emotional 
waterfall of a woman”) kidnapped the 
infant Moshe and his older brother, David, 
relocating them from New York to the West 
Coast, out of their abusive father’s reach. 
Père Kasher, also deaf, subsequently remar-
ried a hearing-impaired member of Brook-
lyn’s Satmar community, “the most bizarre” 
of all “Yiddish-speaking, society-rejecting, 
gown and fur hat–wearing Chassidic 
groups.” This became young Moshe’s abode 
away from crime-ridden northern Oakland, 
where his family survived on welfare and 
food stamps. Caught between various con-
flicting spheres—Jewish and secular; deaf 
and hearing; feeling alienated both at home 
and at school—Kasher, from an early age, 
developed a resounding insecurity, as well as 
a stellar sense of humor. 

Kasher’s book catalogues the trials and 
traumas and of his pre- and pubescent years. 
Within the first section, called “Genesis” 
(like the Old Testament tome bequeathed to 
another notable Moshe), the comedian real-
izes that his big fat mouth can make him 
both stick out and fit in. “I figured out that 
the more I made people laugh, the less of a 
loser I would appear to be. I shucked and 
jived for my classmates, hoping like hell no 
one would figure out how scared I was.” He 
eventually ingratiates himself with a group 
of wayward boys in middle school, greatly 
relieved to finally feel accepted. “These were 
the first people in my life who weren’t asking 
me what was wrong with me. They didn’t 
give a fuck. There was something wrong 
with them, too. But more to the point, they 
got that the true problem was that there was 
something deeply wrong with everyone else.” 

With his posse in tow, Kasher begins to 
dabble with drugs, finding in marijuana an 
incomparable reprieve from his pain: “The 
thick warm lava of euphoria fills in the crev-
ices of your psyche, and you realize your 
soul was an electric blanket that hadn’t been 
plugged in until just then.” Much of part 2 
of the book (titled “Fun!”) traces Kasher’s 
adventures with cannabis, psychedelics, and 

psychotropics. His initial enjoyment, how-
ever, quickly leads into “Fun with Problems,” 
and eventually “Just Problems,” a section 
chronicling his descent into severe addiction. 
After much denial, his dependence ulti-
mately becomes indisputable. “The dooms-
day clock was ticking on my ability to 
defend how I was living.” 

Kasher balances the heavier content of his 
memoir with playful turns of phrase and 
continuous, effortless jokes, infusing the 
prose with an essential dose of levity. His 
writing reveals a keen ear for rhythm, per-
haps the result of a youth spent listening to 
hip-hop without parental restrictions. (“My 
brother . . . and I would blare X-rated rap 
albums with my mother in the room, 
unaware of a thing, often turning to us and 
exclaiming ‘I can feel the bass, I love it!’”) 
Whimsical rhymes, such as the writer’s 
names for variously splintered groups at 
school (“true-blue fuckups,” “square 
bears”), regularly punctuate the memoir, 
propelling it forward with metronomic 
cadence and lilt. 

And so we proceed rapidly, bypassing 
years of therapy, institutionalization, and 
rehabilitation; wrong turns, rock bottoms, 
and subterranean-rock bottoms, finally 
bringing us to the moment when “the pain 
of existence transcends the fear of change.” 
In the fittingly titled last section, “Exodus,” 
Kasher describes getting clean, going to col-
lege, and repairing his familial relationships. 
Having soaked in the comedian’s words for 
the duration of the book, we come to accept 
his antagonistic bravado and his tender 
underbelly, a combination that renders his 
struggle both bearable and hysterical. 
—MiriaM Katz

Why Be happy When you 
Could Be norMal?
by JeaNette wiNtersoN
New york: Grove press. 224 paGes. $25.

Isaiah Berlin split intellectuals into two 
groups: foxes, who know a great deal 

about many things, and hedgehogs, who 
know one big thing. But I wonder if there 
isn’t a third type, too, mysterious and mis-
understood: the individual who knows a 
great deal about one thing—and that thing 
is herself. Narcissism has nothing to do with 
it. This is a specialty that usually signals 
deprivation: In the absence of other people, 
the self was all there was to study.

Such is the lot and genius of Jeanette  
Winterson. Her novels—mongrels of auto-
biography, myth, fantasy, and formal exper-
imentation—evince a colossal stamina for 
self-scrutiny. In her new memoir, Why Be 
Happy When You Could Be Normal?, she 
returns to the source, her grim girlhood in a 
sooty English industrial town in the 1960s, 
to tell her story more forthrightly than she 
has before. But because this is Winterson, 
naturally she begins by taking a truncheon 
to the standard memoir form.

From the first page, it’s clear that this isn’t 
mere memoir. It’s too stylish and stylized. 
Horror and camp commingle. Here’s our 
introduction to Winterson’s Gorgon of an 
adoptive mother: “She was a flamboyant 
depressive; a woman who kept a revolver in 
the duster drawer, and the bullets in a tin of 
Pledge. A woman who stayed up all night 
baking cakes to avoid sleeping in the same 
bed as my father.”

Winterson is as concerned with aesthetics 
as authenticity. Style is king when you’re try-

ing to wrest control of the narrative. And 
narrative, in the Winterson household, was 
contested territory. “I can’t remember a time 
when I wasn’t setting my story against [my 
mother’s],” she writes. “Adopted children 
are self-invented because we have to be; 
there is an absence, a void, a question mark 
at the very beginning of our lives.”

And the artist abhors a vacuum. Winterson 
aligns her stories with those of Oedipus, Jane 
Eyre, David Copperfield, Harry Potter. She, 
too, is a member of that most magical frater-
nity: orphans cruelly used but marked for 
greatness. Hers is a classic quest story—the 
kind deep in her storyteller’s DNA that she 
has riffed on her entire career. In this mem-
oir, she seeks her biological mother and, 
above all, love. “How do you love another 
person? How do you trust another person to 
love you? I had no idea. I thought that love 
was loss.”

Winterson is the best kind of hero, deeply 
flawed, all swagger and pluck, and matched 
against an excellent villain. Mrs. Winterson 
(as the author refers to her parent) can con-
fidently take her place among the demon 
mothers of life and literature, the Medeas 
and Mommie Dearests. She had adopted 
Jeanette “because she wanted a friend”—an 
enthusiasm that curdled quickly on the 
actual baby’s arrival. She stuffed the child in 
the coalhole, locked her out overnight in bit-
ter winters. When she discovered Jeanette 
was having a love affair with a female friend, 
Mrs. Winterson arranged for an exorcism.

“Unhappy families are conspiracies of 
silence,” Winterson writes, and the thrill she 
feels in breaking the contract gives these 
scenes a terrific energy. The pride of the sur-
vivor pumps into each sentence as Winterson 
hauls her old ogre of a mother into the light 
and ticks off every offense.

“The one good thing about being shut in 
a coal-hole,” she writes, “is that it prompts 
reflection.” The bleak house became the cru-
cible in which she brewed her own brawling 
instinct for self-preservation. She found sanc-
tuary in the public library, reading through 
the collection alphabetically (“Thank God 
her last name was Austen . . .”), and her 
affection and attention to her surroundings 
pungently evoke life in Accrington, its squa-
lor and dignity. The hungry children idling 
outside the dog-biscuit factory, hoping for 
scraps. The furry and mustachioed women—
it simply didn’t occur to them to shave any-
thing. The laborers who would end their 
days with a class on Shakespeare for self-
improvement. It’s as proud and vivid a por-
trait of working-class life as any.

If Winterson disappoints, it’s in her curi-
ous insistence on ascribing the development 
of her style to actual incidents in her life. To 
wit: She traces her preference for the frag-
ment to when her mother found and burned 
Jeanette’s secret stash of paperbacks. The 
next morning Winterson was left to sift 
through the “burnt jigsaws” from her books. 
She writes, “It is probably why I write as I 
do—collecting the scraps, uncertain of con-
tinuous narrative.” Aiming for narrative 
tidiness tends to dilute this memoir’s delight-
fully unorthodox quality. 

But for the most part, this bullet of a book 
is charged with risk, dark mirth, hard-won 
self-knowledge. When Winterson writes, “I 
knew how words worked in the way that 
some boys knew how engines worked,” 
she’s right. You’re in the hands of a master 
builder who has remixed the memoir into a 
work of terror and beauty. 
—parul Sehgal

Watchword 
(Wesleyan)

“Widely celebrated as a poet of lyric 
intensity and concision, Pura lopéz 
Colomé here attains a new level of 

engagement with the poetics 
of perception.” 

—Michael Palmer
 

“Forrest Gander’s translation 
rings flawless and true.”  

—John Ashbery

Spectacle & Pigsty
(omnidaWn)

“a poet who mines his own experience…
philosophy & art…entirely a success.”

—The Rumpus

“i don’t think i’ve read a more ambitious 
poetry book by an american this year.”

—Anis Shivani, Huffington Post

“a poet with a geology degree, Gander  
is an envoy between art and science, 

nature and politics.”

—Booklist

“Gander gets as close as one can to 
the sensations of being an outsider 

straining toward empathy.” 

—Publishers Weekly
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