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Allran’s deep connection with 
North Carolina comes through 
in the novel. As Allran describes 
scenes that take place along the 
coast, he captures the sights, 
scents, and culture of coastal 
villages, the raw beauty of the 
Outer Banks, and the lore of 
North Carolina’s barrier islands. 
One can easily visualize Good-
heart’s experiences at Duke 
University, life within the Senate 
Chamber, and his hometown of 
Hickory. “I invited them to meet 
us for lunch at The Brewery in 
the Olde Town section of Hick-
ory. Here, the sidewalks were 
brick and the building dated back 
to the years after the Civil War 
. . . the restaurant would be full 
of people I knew, but that was 
okay: I wanted to see friends and 
constituents” (412). And Allran 
describes fully the sensibilities 
and peculiarities of the charac-
ters Goodheart meets in passing. 
For example, Rudy Casper says 
of Hank Phillagraw, an insular, 
lifelong resident of Hoophole, 
“Trust me; he’s no mute. He’s 
just peculiar as hell. Never been 
married. Probably never been 
with a woman. He won’t talk to a 

Miss Smiley’s death, that she was 
murdered, who murdered her, 
and how closely his three com-
panions came to being murdered 
that same evening. Most impor-
tantly, on his solo visit Goodheart 
learns the motive behind Miss 
Smiley’s murder, which is the 
genesis of the legend for which 
the book is named. Goodheart’s 
search for God culminates with 
a climactic misstep and a near-
drowning from which he is res-
cued by an otherworldly force 
that engages in a probing con-
versation that takes Goodheart 
back to his guilt about the Isle 
of Cats and the death of his dog. 
This light tells Goodheart,

Everybody has something in his or 

her life for which they need to be 

forgiven. And something for which 

they need to forgive others. . . . 

Do not be afraid. You will have the 

insight to do the right thing. Walk 

with me, confident and humble, and 

you will be inspired to know what 

to say. After all, it’s not so much that 

you found me, but that I found you. 

I was always there for you – though 

you did not know it – carrying you 

when you couldn’t walk on your own. 

(401–402)

stranger without company pres-
ent – someone he knows and is 
comfortable with” (356). 

The Legend of the Isle of Cats 
lays out an interesting arc of 
life tale about the protagonist’s 
quest for a relationship with God 
and the strengthening of bonds 
among family and friends, all 
the while shrouded in a cloak 
of mystery. The book contains 
some interesting Easter eggs, for 
example the prologue’s descrip-
tion of a poker game at Duke that 
bears significant weight to the 
overall story, yet doesn’t come 
into play until late in the narrative. 
However, there are also some 
distractors in Allran’s writing with 
the use of extraneous descrip-
tive language, the introduction 
of characters who serve no clear 
purpose in the story, and the too-
quick acceptance (even conver-
sion) of Croom and Jennie of the 
religious passion Goodheart has 
developed over his lifetime. Even 
given these distractors, The Leg-
end of the Isle of Cats makes for 
a good casual read and would be 
perfectly at home on the book-
shelf of any guest house in the 
Outer Banks. n
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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 I 
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 G u i d e l i n e s  a n d  n o m i n a t i o n  f o r m  h e r e
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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 I 
call home?” He explains, “I’m 
tired of being outnumbered. I’m 
tired of not fitting in even when 
I do everything I can to fit in. I’m 
tired of standing out. I’m tired of 
having to be small so that I 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 

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 

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, 

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 I 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 

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. n
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