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about leaping from a bridge into the water 
below that gets lost in its own descent: 

some boys
have ghosted
from this high
but I wanna go
down on you
anyway to leap
from the bridge
I’ve made
of my wrongs. 

Confusing descriptions of flight continue 
in “Beautiful Short Loser”: “I’m on the cliff 
of myself & these aren’t wings, they’re / 
futures.” Vuong’s attempts to capture the 
fraught feelings of attraction, diversion, 
and grief are earnest but underdeveloped. 
Even “Dear Rose,” which describes his 
mother’s journey from wartime Vietnam to 
immigrant life in the US, verges on being 
incoherent. So many potent and recurring 
symbols—bullets, ants, anchovies, flowers 
—vie for significance that they muddle the 
poem.

In the first and fourth sections, only 
“American Legend,” a wry recollection of a 
father, son, and dog in a car crash, is refined 
enough to be compelling:

he slammed
into me &
we hugged
for the first time
in decades. It was perfect
& wrong, like money
on fire.

These lines are violent and vulnerable but 
also biographically fictitious, since Vuong’s 
father was absent. “I did it to hold / my 
father, to free / my dog,” writes Vuong. 
“It’s an old story, Ma. / Anyone can tell it.” 
The occasion of losing one parent inspires 
mythmaking about the other, already lost.

The second and third sections, however, 
are a triumph. In “The Last Prom Queen in 
Antarctica,” the protagonist is “not a writer 
/ but a faucet underwater.” “It’s true,” they 
continue, “I saw a boy / in a black apron 
crying in a Nissan / the size of a monster’s 

coffin & knew / I could never be straight.” 
Such vignettes depict the drama, dignity, 
and discovery possible in the most quotid-
ian moments in blue-collar American life. 

The third section contains two poems, 
the longest and most memorable of which 
is “Künstlerroman” (German for “artist’s 
story”). The poem depicts a kaleidoscopic 
range of events, from the attacks of 9/11 to 
domestic scenes in the protagonist’s own 
life, all in reverse. The Twin Towers “reas-
semble,” and birthday cake candles reignite 
in front of a child’s lips, as though to solve 
Proust’s dilemma: only through language 
is time retrievable. And, of course, so too 
is Vuong’s departed mother resurrected 
through tender verse. The exercise might 
feel like a party trick if attempted by a less 
adept writer, but Vuong suffuses the mon-
tage with a powerful lyrical longing. Over-
all, such exquisite articulations of longing 
and grief sustain the collection.

Peter Krause
New York

Mai Al-Nakib
An Unlasting Home
Boston. Mariner Books. 2022. 400 pages.

MAI AL-NAKIB’S debut novel, An Unlast-
ing Home, circles around the complicated 
family legacy of her main character, Sara, an 
academic with Arab parentage, who grew 
up in Kuwait but was educated in American 
schools and universities. With her par-
ents and grandparents dead, Sara returns 
to Kuwait to the family house, to reckon 
with her “bifurcated” identity. The title, An 
Unlasting Home, is taken from Joyce’s A 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and 
refers to wanderers, like birds, who build 
nests, “an unlasting home under the eaves 
of men’s houses.” The book is an ambitious 
family epic with a historical sweep, an 
elegy to grandmothers and mothers who 
were forced from their original homes by 
personal or political circumstances in the 
Middle East to build nests elsewhere. 

The novel opens with Sara’s dramatic 
arrest for blasphemy in Kuwait in the recent 
present (2013). Recorded by one of her 
students in niqab of saying, “God is dead,” 

she is arrested and taken away to jail, just 
like that: every teacher’s nightmare. Sara is 
a serious academic, determined to explain 
the ideas of Nietzsche, yet the girls she 
teaches are steeped in a conservative Islam-
ic tradition. Education is not expected to 
be transformative. How unlike the Kuwait 
of the 1970s Sara knew, brought up by par-
ents who sent her to American schools and 
encouraged her to be independent.

Part 1 rotates between Sara’s point of 
view, in the present, and her maternal and 
paternal grandmothers’ point of view in 
the 1920s and ’30s, both part of an Arab 
diaspora. Sara’s maternal grandmother, 
Lulwa, was born in Kuwait and married 
a pearl merchant. From a poor family of 
fisherman, Lulwa is married off at a very 
young age and moves to India with her 
husband in the 1920s. However, with “the 
changing winds of Indian independence,” 
the Al-Mustafas move back to Kuwait in 
the 1950s. The children, fluent in Hindi 
and English but with broken Arabic, feel 
displaced when they move to Kuwait. Her 
mother, Noura’s, alienation as a child is 
echoed in the life of her daughter.

Exploring the problems of those in dias-
pora, especially an Arab diaspora, is fresh 
territory—and gives one a sense of just how 
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emotionally difficult it is to juggle more 
than one cultural identity and language. 
Al-Nakib’s novel is also structured in a way 
that reflects a more circular idea of time: 
“time in motion, in flux, [refuses] to persist 
along any given line, gliding out of the past 
into the present and the future.” Although 
the grandmothers and mothers are dead, 
their presence still “glides out of the past 
into the present.” 

Sara’s paternal grandmother, Yasmine, 
also must reconcile a mixed cultural iden-
tity with a Turkish mother and a Lebanese 
father. When her father suddenly dies, the 
family is impoverished. She falls in love 
with a boy from a wealthy family, but 
the romance is squashed by his mother. 
Yasmine, who dreamed of going to the 
American University in Beirut, instead goes 
to Iraq to teach Arabic. On the rebound, 
she meets Marwan, the son of a “fervent 
nationalist” in Baghdad. In the struggle for 
independence from the Ottomans, the Brit-
ish considered him a “wild card.” His father 
was arrested and soon after died, from 
what appeared to be poison. Her Turkish 
mother, aware that her daughter feels under 
pressure to marry to save the impoverished 
family, is not enthusiastic about Marwan. 
Her hunch proves to be right as he insists 
Yasmine give up her career as a teacher. 
Unlike grandmother Lulwa, whose mar-
riage was generally happy, grandmother 
Yasmine is tethered to a spoiled, selfish 
man who turns out to be a womanizer.

In part 2, the point of view rotates 
between Sara, her mother, Noura, and her 
Indian ayah, or nanny, Maria, a surrogate 
mother figure. Her mother, Noura, now 
dead, Sara is comforted by Maria as she 
faces the charges of blasphemy, but only 
briefly. In her eighties, Maria collapses and 
dies of heart failure. While not a blood 
relative, Maria takes care of Sara from 
a young age and in some ways is closer 
to Sara than her mother. Maria also tells 
her touching story: from a poor Christian 
family in Goa, she is forced to find work 
to support her children when her husband 
breaks his neck in a fall from a palm tree. A 
chance encounter with the Al-Mustafas in 
India brings her to Kuwait. She secures her 
children’s futures economically but is not 

present as they are growing up and pays the 
price emotionally. Eventually, with the help 
of the Al-Mustafas, she brings her children 
to Kuwait for better opportunities. But she, 
like Sara and many of the other characters 
in this novel, lives in the space between two 
cultural worlds. 

Part 3 is told entirely from Sara’s point of 
view, and she flies alone, mourning the past 
and a Kuwait that no longer feels like home. 
This section of the novel is divided by past 
time, set in Kuwait and the United States, 
with 2013, focusing on the dangerous court 
case of blasphemy that she must face. From 
1989 to 1992, she follows her brother to 
Berkeley. While at college, she learns of the 
tragic death of her father and uncle from her 
mother in a clipped, brief call on a satellite 
phone. A poignant scene in the novel is the 
description of the murder of her father, and 
his brother, as they are “accidentally” killed 
by overzealous Kuwaiti soldiers because 
of their Iraqi accents. Ironically, her father 
sacrificed a lucrative career to develop the 
national health system of Kuwait but is 
killed because he is considered “the enemy.” 
Their corpses were later recovered by the 
neighborhood resistance, who apologized 
for the “irreversible mistake.” 

Political events and personal reminis-
cence are intertwined. On September 11, 
2000, she remembers the invasion of Kuwait 
and the death of her mother, and she also 
learns that her first boyfriend, Nabil, died 
in the Twin Towers. In 2013 the blasphemy 
charge against her is eventually dropped 
when she recants, and she wonders “how 
Kuwait could have gone from bikinis at 
the Gazelle Club to niqabs in mosques in 
the space of a decade.” At last she comes 
to terms with her identity, acknowledg-
ing: “In Kuwait, I had been half Ameri-
can, half something else, maybe Kuwaiti. 
My language had been half English, half 
Hindi, maybe some Arabic.” She and her 
brother, Karim, go through their family’s 
belongings and save a few precious memen-
toes. After this eleven-year reckoning with 
the past, she reflects that Kuwait has not 
done the same: “There was no reckoning 
with the invasion, nor what preceded the 
invasion—the folly and squander of oil.” 
Finally, though, she can now “glide into the 

future” and leaves the country. (Editorial 
note: Al-Nakib’s most recent essay for WLT, 
“In Ruins: Reflections beyond Kuwait,” 
appeared in July 2021.)

Gretchen McCullough
American University in Cairo

Sabine Hossenfelder
Existential Physics: A Scientist’s 
Guide to Life’s Biggest Questions
New York. Viking. 2022. 272 pages.

“TRUTH” AND HOW we find it has 
never been an easy topic. If anything, the 
past decade has scattered any hope that the 
twentieth century’s stellar rise of modern 
science imbued us with a lasting, mutual 
understanding of how we agree on truth. 
Each one of us might cast blame for this 
failure differently—be it on the far right or 
left, be it on mainstream or social media. 
Probably few of us, however, would think 
of faulting scientists.

In her 2018 book Lost in Math, German 
physicist Sabine Hossenfelder criticized 
researchers in the foundations of physics 
for their “use of unscientific methods.” 
In her new book, Existential Physics, she 
now points out that “some of the research 
they pursue isn’t scientific to begin with.” I 
briefly met Hossenfelder at a conference in 
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