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CLOTHBOUND What we can learn from the

presence of nuns in literature

MICHAEL J. FOX reviews ‘I Live a Life

Like Yours,’ Jan Grue’s memoir of disability

PLUS Robert Jones Jr., Maggie Nelson,

Chanel Miller and Dostoyevsky

THOMAS MANN WAS just 26 years old when
the publication of his first novel, “Budden-
brooks,” placed him in the front rank of
German writers. He relished this position,
but over the next decade produced little
else to justify it. He was nearing 40 before
he completed another great work, “Death
in Venice,” a novella about an aging writer
whose fascination with a beautiful young
Polish boy keeps him on vacation even as a
cholera epidemic descends. Mann started
almost immediately on a second novella
that would reproduce “Death in Venice”’s
theme — the strange allure of “decadence,”
illness and death — in a comic mode. He
was working on this companion piece in
1914, when the assassination of the Austri-
an archduke Franz Ferdinand set into mo-
tion the events that would begin World
War I.

Like many educated Europeans of the
time, Mann didn’t quite believe that the
continent would descend into all-out war,

but he greeted the possibility with a certain
amount of excitement. When the worst ar-
rived, he set aside the comic novella to per-
form a “war service, using thought as a
weapon.” This took the form of a long es-
say, “Thoughts in Wartime,” in which he
expressed “the need for a European catas-
trophe”: “Deep in our hearts we felt that
the world, our world, could no longer go on
as it had.”

By the time Mann published the essay, in
November 1914 — alongside a historical
study of Frederick the Great and Voltaire
that doubled as a defense of German mili-
tarism in its contest with French rational-
ity — most observers recognized the war
as a moral and human disaster, and the re-
sponse to this intervention was scathing.
Among the harshest critics was Mann’s
older brother, the novelist Heinrich Mann,
who published a historical study of his
own, ostensibly about Émile Zola and the
Dreyfus Affair but really a defense of liber-
al democracy and a declaration of the polit-
ically engaged writer’s responsibility
within it. Heinrich didn’t mention his
brother explicitly, but in a passage on cre-
ative maturity he speculated that writers 
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EXILED IN SWITZERLAND in the early
1930s, Thomas Mann grew frantic about
the private diaries he had left behind in
Germany. As Colm Toibin writes in “The
Magician,” his biographical novel about
Mann, the author “needed to get the dia-
ries out of Munich.” If the Nazis seized
them, he would surely be ruined. As the fa-
ther of six, he had never been “openly ac-
cused ... of private perversions.” But these

diaries, if published, would make clear
“who he was and what he dreamed about.”

What he dreamed about, mostly, was
handsome young men. To say Mann was
closeted is an understatement. His homo-
eroticism had many mansions, and he
roamed their corridors in his dreams with
impunity. It’s a subject that has drawn
Toibin before, as in “The Master” (2004), a
touching, memorable novel that gave us a
closeted Henry James in midlife crisis.
(The scene in which the young James
sleeps naked with Oliver Wendell Holmes
is peerless in its delicate if painfully unex-
pressed longings.) In “The Magician,” his
12th novel, Toibin delves into the layers of
the great German novelist’s unconscious,
inviting us to understand his fraught, mon-
umental, complicated and productive life.
It’s a work of huge imaginative sympathy.

Toibin has obviously pored over the ex-
isting biographies, most of them quite dull,
but it was, perhaps, Anthony Heilbut’s
groundbreaking life of Mann that inspired
this novel. Heilbut focused intensely on
Mann’s sexuality as reflected in his life and
work. The notorious diaries, first pub-
lished in 1975, were a primary source, and
they revealed the depth of Mann’s obses-
sions with men, even his own son Klaus
(who was openly gay but possibly had in-
cestuous feelings toward his sister Erika, a
gay woman who married W. H. Auden dur-
ing the war just to get a British passport).

The marriage of Thomas and Katia
Mann was necessarily convoluted, given
Mann’s wish to play the role of bourgeois
paterfamilias in the context of ongoing
homoerotic preoccupations. The boyish-
ness of his wife (daughter of a wealthy
Jewish family) certainly appealed to him.
He “imagined Katia naked, her white skin, 
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MONTHLY BEST SELLERS SALES PERIOD OF AUGUST 1-28

THIS
MONTH

MONTHS 
ON LIST

 1 6MOTHERING HEIGHTS, by Dav Pilkey. (Scholastic)  

The 10th book in the Dog Man series. Can the 

power of love overcome the darkness and despair 

created by new villains?

 2 1JUJUTSU KAISEN, VOL. 11, by Gege Akutami. (VIZ 

Media)  Yuji Itadori is contacted by an unlikely 

ally while Satoru Gojo battles the cursed spirits at 

Shibuya Station.

 3 1DEMON SLAYER: KIMETSU NO YAIBA, VOL. 23, 

by Koyoharu Gotouge. (VIZ Media)  The end of a 

centuries-long struggle might be at hand if Tanjiro 

Kamado can defeat the King of Demons.

 4 1CHAINSAW MAN, VOL. 6, by Tatsuki Fujimoto. (VIZ 

Media)  Chainsaw Man meets a new girl named 

Reze who is not what she seems.

 5 7GRIME AND PUNISHMENT, by Dav Pilkey. 

(Scholastic)  The ninth book in the Dog Man 

series. After turning in his badge, the canine cop is 

determined not to just roll over.

 6 1SENSOR, by Junji Ito. (VIZ Media)  A village near 

Mount Sengoku is covered in hairlike volcanic glass 

fibers, and unidentified flying objects rain down at 

night.

 7 4BRAWL OF THE WILD, by Dav Pilkey. (Scholastic)  

The sixth book in the Dog Man series. When he is 

wrongly sent to the pound, Dog Man’s friends try to 

prove his innocence.

 8 1DOG MAN, by Dav Pilkey. (Scholastic)  A dog’s head 

is combined with a policeman’s body to create this 

hybrid supercop hound.

 9 3MY HERO ACADEMIA, VOL. 28, by Kohei Horikoshi. 

(VIZ Media)  As the war against the Paranormal 

Liberation Front continues, Midoriya senses an 

ominous presence in the hospital.

 10 1DOG MAN UNLEASHED, by Dav Pilkey. (Scholastic)  

The second book in the Dog Man series.

 11 9CAT KID COMIC CLUB, by Dav Pilkey. (Scholastic)  

Stories within a story come to life as Li’l Petey, 

Flippy and Molly show baby frogs how to create 

comics.

 12 2LORD OF THE FLEAS, by Dav Pilkey. (Scholastic)  

The fifth book in the Dog Man series.

 13 2THE BAD GUYS IN CUT TO THE CHASE, by Aaron 

Blabey. (Scholastic)  The 13th book in the Bad Guys 

series. What lies beyond a mysterious doorway in 

the grossest restaurant in the world?

 14 2KAREN’S KITTYCAT CLUB, by Ann M. Martin. 

Illustrated by Katy Farina. (Scholastic)  The fourth 

book in the Baby-Sitters Little Sister series. Will 

Karen and her friends get hired to cat-sit?

 15 6THE TWISTED ONES, by Scott Cawthon and Kira 

Breed-Wrisley. (Scholastic)  The second book in 

the Five Nights at Freddy’s series. When bodies are 

found near her school, Charlie is drawn back into 

the world of her father’s creations.

 1 1ROYAL, by Danielle Steel. (Dell)  In 1943, the 

17-year-old Princess Charlotte assumes a new 

identity in the country and falls in love.

 2 2FAITHLESS IN DEATH, by J.D. Robb. (St. Martin’s)  

The 52nd book of the In Death series. Eve Dallas 

investigates the murder of a young sculptor in the 

West Village.

 3 2A TIME FOR MERCY, by John Grisham. (Dell)  The 

third book in the Jake Brigance series. A 16-year-

old is accused of killing a deputy in Clanton, Miss., 

in 1990.

 4 1BLINDSIDE, by James Patterson and James 

O. Born. (Grand Central)  The 12th book in the 

Michael Bennett series. A serial-killing spree might 

impact national security.

 5 1YOU BETRAYED ME, by Lisa Jackson. (Zebra)  The 

third book in the Cahills series. A womanizer from a 

rich family wakes up in an out-of-state hospital.

 6 1FAIR WARNING, by Michael Connelly. (Grand 

Central)  The third book in the Jack McEvoy series. 

A reporter tracks a killer who uses genetic data to 

pick his victims.

 7 1THE COURTSHIP OF CAROL SOMMARS, by Debbie 

Macomber. (Harlequin)  A nurse is set up by her 

teenage son to see his best friend’s father.

 8 1DEADLOCK, by Catherine Coulter. (Pocket)  The 

24th book in the F.B.I. Thriller series. A young wife, 

a psychopath and three red boxes puzzle agents 

Savich and Sherlock.

 9 2THE INSTITUTE, by Stephen King. (Pocket)  

Children with special talents are abducted and 

sequestered in an institution where the sinister staff 

seeks to extract their gifts through harsh methods.

 10 2DEVIL IN DISGUISE, by Lisa Kleypas. (Avon)  The 

seventh book in the Ravenels series. Lady Merritt 

Sterling falls for a Scottish whisky distiller who is 

in danger.

 11 1LOVED YOU FIRST, by Nora Roberts. (Silhouette)  

Two romance stories: “Falling for Rachel” and 

“Convincing Alex.”

 12 1HUNTER’S MOON, by William W. Johnstone and 

J. A. Johnstone. (Pinnacle)  The third book in the 

Hunter Buchanon Black Hills western series. Grizzly 

bear attacks at a cattle ranch during a blue moon 

are said to be a bad omen.

 13 1HEART AND SOUL, by Nora Roberts. (St. Martin’s)  

Two romance stories: “From This Day” and “Storm 

Warning.”

 14 3ONCE UPON A TIME IN HOLLYWOOD, by Quentin 

Tarantino. (Harper Perennial)  A novelization of the 

film set in 1969, by its director and screenwriter.

 15 2THE BOY FROM THE WOODS, by Harlan Coben. 

(Grand Central)  When a girl goes missing, a private 

investigator’s feral childhood becomes an asset in 

the search.
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Sales are defined as completed transactions between vendors and individual end users during the period on or after the official publication date of a title. 
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from the pulitzer Prize–winning

New York Times reporter

A SEARING TALE OF POWER, JUSTICE,

AND THE PRICE OF LOYALTY

“An important, infuriating,

meticulously researched account

ofmodernwarfare that I found

nearly impossible to put down.”

—JON KRAKAUER,

author of Into theWild

“A phenomenally reported, deeply

compelling portrait ofmoral

courage andmoral cowardice.”

—PHIL KLAY,

author ofRedeployment

“Stands as a powerful corrective

for those whomistake cruelty

for toughness and equate

war withmurder.”

—MARK BOWDEN,

author ofBlackHawkDown
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