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a review by Barbara Bennett

Jason Mott. People Like Us:
A Novel. Dutton, 2025.

BARBARA BENNETT is a Professor of
English at NC State University. Her areas
of specialty include Southern literature,
women'’s writing, and ecofeminism. She
is the author of five books and numerous
articles, interviews, and reviews. Read her
essay on Jill McCorkle in NCLR 2006, her
interview with McCorkle and Lee Smith
in NCLR 2016, and her essay on the film
adaptation of Daniel Wallace's Big Fish in
NCLR Online 2019. A regular reviewer for
NCLR, she will serve as guest feature editor
for the 2027 issues and invites submissions
on Gothic North Carolina literature for
these issues.

JASON MOTT earned his BFA and MFA
from UNC Wilmington. He received the
2021 National Book Award and the Sir
Walter Raleigh Award for his novel Hell of
a Book (Dutton, 2021; reviewed in NCLR
Online Winter 2022). His first novel, The
Returned (MIRA, 2013), was a New York
Times Bestseller and was adapted as a
television series titled Resurrection. His
other novels are The Crossing (Park Row
Books, 2018) and The Wonder of All Things
(MIRA, 2014), and he has two poetry
collections with Main Street Rag, We Call
This Thing Between Us Love (2009) and
“. .. hide behind me. . .” (2011). Read an
interview with Mott in the 2019 print issue
of NCLR.

If you read Jason Mott's Nation-
al Book Award-winning novel,
Hell of a Book and wondered
just what happens to those
characters after the end, you'll
be happy to hear that he's con-
tinued their escapades in his
latest novel, People Like Us.
The unnamed narrator is back,
Soot is back, The Kid is back
(though now named Dylan),
Kelly the funeral director is back
— even Nic Cage gets a men-
tion. There's also a nice parallel
scene to the first novel in which
a naked Kelly runs through a
hotel hallway and jumps into an
elevator — with the narrator this
time standing there — just ahead
of the angry wife of a man she
was found in bed with. One dif-
ference in the new novel is that
our narrator has now won the
National Book Award — and so
has Soot — bringing more ques-
tions to those you had at the
end of the last novel: Are they
the same person? Is The Kid
real? Is Soot dead or alive? Is
the narrator Jason Mott? Don't
worry about being confused —
because it will only get worse
before it gets better, and it
wouldn't be wise to worry yet.
The narrator has left gun-
infested America for a European
book tour. Europe, he is told by
his agent, is full of smart, book-
reading people who “know how
to treat people like you.” She
continues, “It's not like it is over
here. . . . Over there, you can be
who you are” (32). All of this is
carefully coded references to
race, a word Mott steers clear
of throughout the book. But
he uses the term "people like
us” numerous times. (I stopped
counting at twenty.) America
has guns, but Europe only has
knives. That's a big difference

for "people like us,” who believe
their lives are always at risk.

Interspersed with the nar-
rator’'s chapters are those that
tell the story of Soot, who is on
a speaking trip to a Minnesota
college in the middle of win-
ter, immediately after a school
shooting that took the lives of
several students on campus.
The National Book Award-
winning book he is discussing is
about gun violence, and most
of the people in the school
think the timing of his speech
is offensive. But the trip was
planned long ago, he’s there,
and so he's facing a barrage
of criticism. In Hell of a Book,
Soot believes he could become
invisible as a way to keep bul-
lies from making fun of his dark
skin. In this novel, he has devel-
oped the ability to time travel,
and he jumps around to various
moments in his life — before his
divorce and before the death of
his daughter, mainly. He seems,
in the words of Kurt Vonnegut,
“unstuck in time.”

One puzzling thing (of many)
is that both of the characters
in this book — although hav-
ing experienced gun violence
in their own lives — come to
the same conclusion: “Maybe |
should get a gun” (36). The nar-
rator admits he's “never owned
a gun” but believes deep down
that “there’s something magic
in a gun” (43-44). He throws
around words like “confidence”
and “safety,” but what he really
means is “power.” Power over
other human beings. Deadly
power. Soot also carries a gun.
Unlike the narrator, Soot says
he's “owned a gun in some
shape or form as far back as
he could remember.” He also
uses the word “safety” when


https://issuu.com/eastcarolina/docs/2019-nclr_online-final/119
https://nclr.submittable.com/submit/335575/2027-special-feature-section-north-carolina-gothic-literature
https://issuu.com/eastcarolina/docs/2022-nclr-online-winter-final/12
https://nclr.ecu.edu/submissions/north-carolina-book-awards/

48 N NORTH CAROLINA LITERARY REVIEW

Spring 2026

Flashbacks: Echoes of Past Issues [ [ [N B ONLINE 49

he describes the feeling it
gives him. Most significantly,
he states, “It was simply what
people like him did” (72).

People like him — again. Peo-
ple who don't feel safe in the
world because of the color of
their skin. For a while, Soot feels
safer because he has become a
famous author. He'd say, "Hell,
but I've got a National Book
Award. I'll be okay” (73). He
used to carry his book instead
of a gun, leaving it on the pas-
senger seat in his car or in the
“little pocket in the bottom of
the driver's side door” with his
name on the spine in big, bold
letters (70). If red and blue lights
forced him to pull over, he
waited, hands on the steering
wheel, for the flashlight to find
the book and match the name
to his driver's license. More
than once, he saw a policeman
go back to his car, Google his
name, and come back up and be
“just a little friendlier than they
had been before,” letting him go
on his way (72). But in the end,
the book didn't feel like enough,
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so he started carrying a gun.
Everywhere he went. Just like
the narrator on the book tour
in Europe, who somehow man-
aged to smuggle his gun across
the Atlantic Ocean.

Both of Mott's novels seem
aimed to ask their readers a
question. Dylan/The Kid has a
meltdown after meeting two of
his heroes in the music industry
who have abandoned America
for Europe and hearing them

reject everyone in the USA with
“Fuck . .." listing various South-
ern states, Democrats, Republi-
cans, conservatives, liberals, the
Supreme Court, and “the red,
the white, and the goddamned
blue,” and “fuck anybody that
wants me to stay in a place that
does nothing but suffocate me”
(184). When the narrator tries
to console him, Dylan’s ques-
tion is basically, “Where can |
call home?” He explains, “I'm
tired of being outnumbered. I'm
tired of not fitting in even when
| do everything | can to fitin. I'm
tired of standing out. I'm tired of
having to be small so that | don't
make waves and I'm tired of
having to scream at the top of
my lungs just to keep the world
from swallowing me up” (192).
Like Hell of a Book, this novel
makes you laugh, scream in
rage, shake your head in disbe-
lief, and even cry. By the end,
you'll figure out most of the
puzzles, but you'll be left with
the problems. Mott explores
the dream many “people like
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us” may have of escaping from
a broken America and moving
to Europe instead. It's easier to
leave an America that currently
suffers from “cops,” “abortion
bans,” "book bans,” “Colum-
bine,” “Selma, Alabama,” “the
tragedies of Trayvon Martin and
George Floyd,” “student loans,”
“medical debt,” and “presidents
who ‘Grab ‘em by the pussy™
than stay and try to change it —
or at least endure it (265-66).
He knows “You can't fix every-
one. And you damned sure can't
fix the world™ (267).

The narrator admits that
this is the sorry state of being
Black in America — in the world,
actually. When Dylan sobs, “I
wonder what it feels like to be
somewhere in the world and not
feel like an outsider” (194), the
narrator can only soothe him
with his own means of survival:
"I don't know for sure if I've
ever felt at home in this world.
Maybe that's why | live in my
head so much” (194). He also

explains that his writing is “just
a voice out here in the chaos”
(193) and that “all I'm ever
doing — every second of every
day - trying to find the words
to fix people” (195). This com-
ment is reminiscent of William
Faulkner’'s Nobel Prize speech in
1950, when he counseled writ-
ers and artists of all kinds that
they must teach themselves
“that the basest of all things is to
be afraid; and, teaching himself
that, forget it forever, leaving

no room in his workshop for
anything but the old verities and
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truths of the heart, the old uni-
versal truths lacking which any
story is ephemeral and doomed
— love and honor and pity and
pride and compassion and sac-
rifice.” Jason Mott knows that
the world is broken in so many
ways, but his job is to tell stories
that help heal it. His benefac-
tor in France who bankrolls his
European tour tells the narrator
that “it is those who are broken
in the way that you are broken

who keep the stories” (80). What
he does as a writer is important
and necessary. He knows that.
He tells the reader early on that
“sometimes imagination is the
only weapon and the only salva-
tion we have in the world” (35).
Besides the repetition of the
phrase “people like us,” Mott
also repeats varieties of the
phrase "It all comes out okay™
(4, 14, 57, 110, 149). Of course
it doesn’t turn out completely
okay. There are guns. There
are “people like us” who are
afraid and so they keep those
guns handy. There are murder-
ers who also have those guns.
There are suicides: the narra-
tor's uncle shot himself leaving
his nephew to wonder if his
uncle “never saw a student try
to explain, through a poem,
how afraid they are of living
under the gun. Maybe he never
found his art. Maybe he never
found the words. Maybe he told
all his stories to no one” (268).
And our narrator — who finally
reveals his real name near the
end — knows that his writing
“won't fix things, this story of
mine. No story ever has. But,
sometimes, the right fistful of
words can be a help to people
like us” (270). Unfortunately,
guns are here to stay in America
for the foreseeable future. Rac-
ism is here, and violence is here
as well. We can work to fix that,
but mostly, Jason Mott is telling
us, in the meantime, we have to
hold onto our imaginations. We
have to tell stories, as Faulkner
advises, of “love and honor and
pity and pride and compassion
and sacrifice.” This is what will
sustain us. m




