
Excerpts from Best of Books by the Bed #2. 
 
From Kitty Shehan, founder/director of the Dartbrook Writers Retreat: 
 
Marilyn Johnson, The Dead Beat: Lost Souls, Lucky Stiffs, and the Perverse Pleasures of 
Obituaries — This is the golden ticket for the obit-aholic. Johnson, an obituary writer 
herself, takes us deep inside what she does. She’s funny, she’s smart, she’s ultra-observant and 
she’s a great writer. 

She details how editors and obit writers thrill to the kinds of coincidences that put two 
Medal of Honor winners from two eras side by side on the same day’s obituary page. We meet 
the subjects of obits as well as the writers of some of her favorite obits. She lets us in on the 
thought processes that brought forth her classic tribute to Marlon Brando when he died at age 
80. 

She’s masterful at pulling out the details that make a person’s life vivid, unique and 
meaningful to those of us left behind to read and remember. Johnson engagingly writes in first 
person about her joyous and productive obsession with obits from around the world. You’ll 
have new appreciation for the details that make us human, and the ones that make for a good 
story. This book is a jewel.  

 
From Julia Fierro, author of Cutting Teeth: 
 
My bedside table is an embarrassment of riches when it comes to books this spring, 
particularly advance copies of forthcoming novels and story collections, most by writers 
who, like me, have books being released this season. We swap books, which makes it extra 
fun to cheer each author on as he or she nears their book’s publication date. Needless to say, 
I am reading as fast as I can to keep up with all the amazing books showing up at my 
doorstep. Here are just a few stacked on my night table. 

 

From Matt Debenham, author of  The Book of Right and Wrong: 

Something I’ve grown into quite a bit over the last ten years is comics. Aside from Ed 
Brubaker’s Captain America run, I’m not much of a superhero guy, but there’s an amazing 
amount of great non-superhero stuff out there. Some favorites: Y: The Last Man (Brian K. 
Vaughan and Pia Guerra), about an epidemic that wipes out every male on Earth—except 
one; Scalped (Jason Aaron and R.M. Gu»ra), which is kind of like The Departed on a 
Native American reservation; Wasteland (Antony Johnston), an incredibly well-realized 
post-apocalyptic epic; and anything else by the writer-artist team of Ed Brubaker and Sean 
Phill ips. They’ve investigated every nook of the pulp genre, from straight hardboiled 
fiction (the Criminal series) to secret agents (Sleeper) to superheroes & supervillains 
(Incognito)—always with surprising plotting, sharp dialogue, and a great sense of character. 
(And Phillips’ art feels midcentury, no matter what the setting, yet never feels static.) 
Fatale, their newest venture, is a supernatural pulp story that also has hints of being a Big 
Story, in terms of sweep and subject matter. Book 1 is clearly just the tip of things here, and I 
can imagine this story widening and deepening in the way of Alan Moore’s From Hell, or 
Grant Morrison’s The Invisibles.  

 

From Miranda Beverly-Whittemore, author of Bittersweet: 



Nicole C. Kear, Now I See You — Full disclosure: Nicole is a friend of mine. But even if I 
didn’t know her, I would admire this new memoir tremendously for its ability to turn 
something seemingly tragic (her diagnosis, as a college student, with a degenerative eye 
disease that would render her blind) into an hysterical romp that makes you laugh until you 
cry. More than once I’ve found myself gasping for air as she describes being in labor at her 
Italian family’s Thanksgiving, or wearing a disguise to the Gowanus Canal so she can practice 
using her cane incognito. I admire writers for whom humor is effortless —it’s just not in my 
wheelhouse, but it’s something I’m working on (although I find humor ends up being very shy 
if you try to force it). 

 

From Larry Baker, author of The Education of Nancy Adams: 

Donohue’s first novel, The Stolen Child, is one of my all-time favorites. How much did I like 
it? I bought a dozen hardcover editions and gave them away as gifts. I’ve never done that for 
any other book. His new book sounds great: ‘Ever since he nearly drowned in the ocean three 
years earlier, ten-year-old Jack Peter Keenan has been deathly afraid to venture outdoors. 
Refusing to leave his home in a small coastal town in Maine, Jack Peter spends his time 
drawing monsters. When those drawings take on a life of their own, no one is safe from the 
terror they inspire.’ 

 

From Nichole Bernier, author of The Unfinished Work of Elizabeth D: 

My nightstand pile is a towering and precarious place, and if it falls it will harm my children 
and pets. It includes both the can’t-waits and really-should-reads (though I won’t admit which 
are which). The nightstand is the place where I protect my very best intentions so they don’t 
get lost in the weigh station that is my stack against the bedroom wall, or God forbid, the 
bookshelves downstairs. 
 These days (eyeing the stack like a dangerous animal) the bedside represents a mix of 
research, pleasure, and sanity . . . 

 

From Tom Molanphy, author of Loud Memories Of A Quiet Life: 

I have a flashlight, a copper pipe and a pair of wax earplugs near my bed for blackouts, 
security and unwanted noise. I keep Flannery O’Connor, John McPhee and Grete l 
Ehrlich within reach for the same reasons. 

 

From Melody Murray, fiction writer and essayist: 

Edward P. Jones, All Aunt Hagar’s Children — Because his stories are home to me. He was 
the first author who found my hometown and its people worthy of story—not crime writing 
or political drama, but stories in which the people take precedence over the institutions. Lost 
in the City is my first love but I’m courting his second collection at the moment because it is 
newer and sharper and sadder to me. His characters’ inner worlds are so richly imagined that I 
sometimes have trouble making it through the first scene. The words blur to hazy lines and I 
wonder how it is to live that way, with so many ways of being inside you. 



 

From Bonnie ZoBell, author of What Happened Here: 

Big Brother by Lionel Shriver — This is about a morbidly obese brother who’s come to 
visit (read live) with his sister, her husband and their kids. It’s difficult to decide whom to 
dislike more: the enormous brother who feels entitled to anything he wants, or his slightly 
overweight and very successful sister who orders him around. The psychology of Shriver’s 
books is what I love about them. Such seemingly normal people with normal problems, but 
she goes in deep. Love her insight into sibling relationships, the love and the hate, the 
competition, and everything else that goes with the territory.  

 

From Christi Craig, assistant editor for the online journal Compose, finalist in 
Glimmer Train’s Family Matters competition: 

I warned my son as we approached the end that I might ìtear upî a bit. Then, a few lines later 
I had to excuse myself so I could fall apart in the bathroom. He sat shocked, jaw open, asking 
me if I was laughing or crying. I said, both, because technically I was in hysterics in between 
sobs, thinking how ridiculous that I should cry so hard over a kids’ book when I knew how 
things would unfold but—my word—isn’t that how books work? You never know when a 
story will grab you so hard. Once you’re in, you’re in, and there’s no letting go, even after 
you’ve closed the cover. 

 

 


