
In 'Vacationland,' John Hodgman Turns His Pen On Himself  
Review by Jason Heller for NPR 

After growing up in rural western Massachusetts, the only child of well-educated, white-collar parents, 
Hodgman attended Yale. These are facts. But as Hodgman delivers what would otherwise be a sterile 
story, he peppers his narrative with deadpan asides, cocktails of self-deprecation and mock homespun 
wisdom: "Insecurely teasing a teenager is a privilege of fatherhood," he asserts, and "A mustache 
sends a visual message to the mating population of Earth that says, 'No thank you. I have procreated. 
My DNA is out in the world, and I no longer deserve physical affection.'" 
 
Hodgman himself has sported a mustache over the past few years, and it's just one of the many ach-
ingly funny life changes he chronicles with scattershot energy throughout Vacationland. The gist of the 
book, though, follows his gradual relocation, with his family, from Massachusetts to Maine — not a 
huge leap on paper, but one that symbolizes Hodgman's metamorphosis into middle age. He dwells on 
encroaching mortality, but never skips a chance to tackle even the weightiest subjects with bookish 
glee: Every lake in Maine, according to him, is a "Lovecraftian hellscape," and his brief tangents into 
the bizarre fringes of U.S. history evoke the weirdness of his almanac trilogy — minus the falsehoods, 
if not the snarky embellishments. Maine, in his telling, was created when the government asked its ex-
isting states if they had "had any garbage land they didn't want, and Massachusetts said, 'Oh yes. 
We absolutely do. We have this whole, massive hump of half-Canada up there that we never use. 
Take it."  
 
Vacationland veers from topic to topic — death, drugs, indie rock, Stephen King — but it revolves 
around Hodgman without every fully becoming a memoir. Hodgman is the lens, and through him the 
reader gets an off-kilter peek at New England: its people, its geography, its legacy. That saves the 
book from myopia; when it verges on self-indulgence, which it routinely does, Hodgman pulls it back 
from the brink with a well-aimed jab, usually at his own expense. He acknowledges, without flinching, 
how shamefully white his environment is, and in doing so he offers some of Vacationland's most poign-
ant moments — bursts of humility, insight, and empathy. He even cuts Maine some slack. Despite his 
fun-poking, he ultimately admits that it's "a beautiful place that I paradoxically want to hoard to myself 
and share with everyone I meet." 
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After losing her parents, fifteen-year-old Ivy Hart is left to care for her grandmother, older sis-
ter and nephew as tenants on a small tobacco farm.  As she struggles with her grandmother’s 
aging, her sister’s mental illness and her own epilepsy, she realizes they might need more than 
she can give. 
 
When Jane Forrester takes a position as Grace County’s newest social worker, she doesn’t re-
alize just how much her help is needed.  She quickly becomes emotionally invested in her cli-
ents' lives, causing tension with her boss and her new husband.  But as Jane is drawn in by the 
Hart women, she begins to discover the secrets of the small farm—secrets much darker than 
she would have guessed.  Soon, she must decide whether to take drastic action to help them, 
or risk losing the battle against everything she believes is wrong. 
 
Set in rural Grace County, North Carolina in a time of state-mandated sterilizations and racial 
tension, Necessary Lies tells the story of these two young women, seemingly worlds apart, but 
both haunted by tragedy.  Jane and Ivy are thrown together and must ask themselves: how 
can you know what you believe is right, when everyone is telling you it’s wrong?  
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Sometimes dead is better....When the Creeds move into a beautiful old house in rural Maine, 
it all seems too good to be true: physician father, beautiful wife, charming little daughter, 
adorable infant son -- and now an idyllic home. As a family, they've got it all...right down to 
the friendly cat. But the nearby woods hide a blood-chilling truth -- more terrifying than 
death itself...and hideously more powerful.  
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Days before his release from prison, Shadow's wife, Laura, dies in a mysterious car crash. 
Numbly, he makes his way back home. On the plane, he encounters the enigmatic Mr 
Wednesday, who claims to be a refugee from a distant war, a former god and the king of 
America. 
 
Together they embark on a profoundly strange journey across the heart of the USA, whilst all 
around them a storm of preternatural and epic proportions threatens to break. 
 
Scary, gripping and deeply unsettling, American Gods takes a long, hard look into the soul of 
America. You'll be surprised by what - and who - it finds there... 
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London, 1939. The day war is declared, Mary North leaves finishing school unfinished, goes 
straight to the War Office, and signs up. Tom Shaw decides to ignore the war—until he learns his 
roommate Alistair Heath has unexpectedly enlisted. Then the conflict can no longer be avoided. 
Young, bright, and brave, Mary is certain she’d be a marvelous spy. When she is—
bewilderingly—made a teacher, she finds herself defying prejudice to protect the children her 
country would rather forget. Tom, meanwhile, finds that he will do anything for Mary. 
 
And when Mary and Alistair meet, it is love, as well as war, that will test them in ways they 
could not have imagined, entangling three lives in violence and passion, friendship and decep-
tion, inexorably shaping their hopes and dreams. 
 
Set in London during the years of 1939–1942, when citizens had slim hope of survival, much less 
victory; and on the strategic island of Malta, which was daily devastated by the Axis bar-
rage, Everyone Brave is Forgiven features little-known history and a perfect wartime love story 
inspired by the real-life love letters between Chris Cleave’s grandparents. This dazzling novel 
dares us to understand that, against the great theater of world events, it is the intimate losses, 
the small battles, the daily human triumphs that change us most.  
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A brilliantly inventive novel about three astronauts training for the first-ever mission to Mars, an 
experience that will push the boundary between real and unreal, test their relationships, and 
leave each of them—and their families—changed forever. 
 
In an age of space exploration, we search to find ourselves. 
  
In four years, aerospace giant Prime Space will put the first humans on Mars. Helen Kane, Yo-
shihiro Tanaka, and Sergei Kuznetsov must prove they’re the crew for the historic voyage by 
spending seventeen months in the most realistic simulation ever created. Constantly observed 
by Prime Space’s team of "Obbers," Helen, Yoshi, and Sergei must appear ever in control. But as 
their surreal pantomime progresses, each soon realizes that the complications of inner space 
are no less fraught than those of outer space. The borders between what is real and unreal 
begin to blur, and each astronaut is forced to confront demons past and present, even as they 
struggle to navigate their increasingly claustrophobic quarters—and each other.  
 
Astonishingly imaginative, tenderly comedic, and unerringly wise, The Wanderers explores the 
differences between those who go and those who stay, telling a story about the desire behind 
all exploration: the longing for discovery and the great search to understand the human heart.  
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Watership Down is a survival and adventure novel by English author Richard Adams, 
published in 1972. Set in southern England, the story features a small group of rab-
bits. Although they are realistic animals living in their natural environment, they 
are anthropomorphized, possessing their own culture, language, proverbs, poetry, 
and mythology. Evoking epic themes, the novel follows the rabbits as they escape 
the destruction of their warren and seek a place to establish a new home, encoun-
tering perils and temptations along the way.  
 
Watership Down has been described as an allegory, with the labors of Hazel, Fiver, Bigwig, and 
Silver "mirroring the timeless struggles between tyranny and freedom, reason and blind emo-
tion, and the individual and the corporate state." Adams draws on classical heroic 
and quest themes from Homer and Virgil, creating a story with epic motifs.  
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“A fiendishly efficient, gorgeously written, nasty 
little thrill ride of a psychological thriller. I could-
n’t put it down, and it’s entirely possible that I’ll 
never sleep again. A true tour-de-force of a de-
but novel.”--Lyndsay Faye, author of The Gods of 
Gotham and Jane Steele 
 
For fans of Shirley Jackson, Sarah Waters and 
Daphne du Maurier, an electrifying debut about a 
boy left alone in his family’s English estate with a 
housekeeper he suspects has murdered his 
mother. 
 
 

Nine-year-old Samuel lives alone in a once-great estate in Surrey with the family’s housekeep-
er, Ruth. His father is dead and his mother has been abroad for months, purportedly tending 
to her late husband’s faltering business. She left in a hurry one night while Samuel was sleep-
ing and did not say goodbye. 
 
Beyond her sporadic postcards, Samuel hears nothing from his mother. He misses her dearly 
and maps her journey in an atlas he finds in her study. Samuel’s life is otherwise regulated by 
Ruth, who runs the house with an iron fist. Only she and Samuel know how brutally she en-
forces order. 
 
As rumors in town begin to swirl, Samuel wonders whether something more sinister is afoot. 
Perhaps his mother did not leave but was murdered--by Ruth. 
 
Artful, haunting and hurtling toward a psychological showdown, The Boy at the Keyhole is an 
incandescent debut about the precarious dance between truth and perception, and the 
shocking acts that occur behind closed doors.  
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Meet Emma Corrigan, a young woman with a huge heart, an irrepressible spirit, and 
a few little secrets:Secrets from her boyfriend: I’ve always thought Connor looks a 
bit like Ken. As in Barbie and Ken.Secrets from her mother: I lost my virginity in the 
spare bedroom with Danny Nussbaum while Mum and Dad were downstairs watch-
ing Ben-Hur. Secrets she wouldn’t share with anyone in the world: I have no idea 
what NATO stands for. Or even what it is. Until she spills them all to a handsome 
stranger on a plane. At least, she thought he was a stranger.…Until Emma comes 
face-to-face with Jack Harper, the company’s elusive CEO, a man who knows every 
single humiliating detail about her...  
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Jane Austen’s timeless story charts the emotional development of protagonist Elizabeth 
Bennet, who learns the error of making hasty judgments and comes to appreciate the 
difference between the superficial and the essential. The comedy of the writing lies in 
the depiction of manners, education, marriage, and money during the British Regen-
cy period. 

Mr. Bennet of the Longbourn estate has five daughters, but his property is entailed, 
meaning that none of the girls can inherit it. His wife has no fortune, so it is imperative 
that at least one of the girls marry well in order to support the others upon his death. 
Jane Austen's opening line, "It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in 
possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife", is a sentence filled with irony 
and playfulness. The novel revolves around the importance of marrying for love, not 
simply for money, despite the social pressures to make a good (i.e., wealthy) match. 
 

Pride and Prejudice has long fascinated readers, consistently appearing near the top of 
lists of "most-loved books" among both literary scholars and the general public. It has 
become one of the most popular novels in English literature, with over 20 million copies 
sold, and paved the way for many archetypes that abound in modern literature. 
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Hetty “Handful” Grimke, an urban slave in early nineteenth century Charleston, yearns for life 
beyond the suffocating walls that enclose her within the wealthy Grimke household. The Grim-
ke’s daughter, Sarah, has known from an early age she is meant to do something large in the 
world, but she is hemmed in by the limits imposed on women. 
 
Kidd’s sweeping novel is set in motion on Sarah’s eleventh birthday, when she is given owner-
ship of ten year old Handful, who is to be her handmaid. We follow their remarkable journeys 
over the next thirty five years, as both strive for a life of their own, dramatically shaping each 
other’s destinies and forming a complex relationship marked by guilt, defiance, estrangement 
and the uneasy ways of love. 
 
As the stories build to a riveting climax, Handful will endure loss and sorrow, finding courage and 
a sense of self in the process. Sarah will experience crushed hopes, betrayal, unrequited love, 
and ostracism before leaving Charleston to find her place alongside her fearless younger sister, 
Angelina, as one of the early pioneers in the abolition and women’s rights movements. 
 
Inspired by the historical figure of Sarah Grimke, Kidd goes beyond the record to flesh out the 
rich interior lives of all of her characters, both real and invented, including Handful’s cunning 
mother, Charlotte, who courts danger in her search for something better.  
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The Professor and the Madman, masterfully researched and eloquently written, is an extraor-
dinary tale of madness, genius, and the incredible obsessions of two remarkable men that led to 
the making of the Oxford English Dictionary -- and literary history.  
 
The compilation of the OED began in 1857, it was one of the most ambitious projects ever un-
dertaken. As definitions were collected, the overseeing committee, led by Professor James Mur-
ray, discovered that one man, Dr. W. C. Minor, had submitted more than ten thousand. When 
the committee insisted on honoring him, a shocking truth came to light: Dr. Minor, an American 
Civil War veteran, was also an inmate at an asylum for the criminally insane.  
 
William Chester Minor was born in Sri Lanka, came to the United States at 14, and graduated 
Yale in 1863. He joined the US Army as a surgeon and survived the horrific Battle of the Wilder-
ness, during which he was forced to brand a young Irish deserter with a hot iron. Later Dr. Minor 
wound up in London, where he committed a murder directly linked to his wartime experiences. 
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