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Publicity status and praise for

THE ENSEMBLE
AJA GABEL

MAJOR NATIONAL MEDIA THIS WEEK: Aja's interview with Scott Simon for NPR Weekend
Edition that will air this Saturday, 5/19. The Wall Street Journals review from this past weekend

calls the novel “[a] terrifically entertaining review,” and reviews in O Magazine and Entertainment
Weekly are hitting stands this week. The book is also featured in the latest issues of Southwest
Magazine, Real Simple, and Marie Claire. A reminder that Buzzfeed ran first serial (with some top

notch original illustrations) a few days ago, too.

PRAISE PRAISE PRAISE: “A page-turner of a debut"—MNylon "Absolutely sublime”"—Refinery29 A
riveting look inside the world of classical musicians"—Marie Claire "A satisfying read."—Real Simple

“Brilliant, groundbreaking...no other novel is quite like 7he Ensemble’'—BookPage

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Home World US. Politics Economy Business Tech Markets Opinion Life&Arts RealEstate WSJ. Magazine
BOOKS | BOOKSHELF

Fiction Chronicle: Measure for Measure

Three novels about music as an escape, an ensemble endeavor and ‘the sound of a life being fully lived!

¥



https://www.wsj.com/articles/fiction-chronicle-measure-for-measure-1526076604
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By Sam Sacks
May 11,2018 610 pm.ET

In her novel “The Ensemble” (Riverhead, 339 pages, $26), Aja Gabel quotes Goethe’s
definition of a string quartet as “four rational people conversing among themselves,” then
follows with the indignant rebuttal of a violist named Henry, who argues that the whole
point of chamber music is disorder and disputation. “He had fun in the chaos of four
people,” Ms. Gabel writes; “the chaos was what made it feel like art, like beauty.”

His attitude marks a shift from most novels about musicians—Frank Conroy’s “Body and
Soul,” for instance, or Mann's “Doctor Faustus”—which feature a solitary genius whose
divine playing contrasts with the pig’s breakfast of his personal life. But in Ms. Gabel’s
terrifically entertaining debut, the frictions of long-term friendships are woven into the
“webbed, collaborative endeavor” of the quartet. Their music doesn’t transcend the mess

of living; it testifies toit.

As such, Ms. Gabel has arranged her foursome to provide maximum confrontation. Henry is
a happy-go-lucky prodigy with lucrative offers to strike out as a soloist. Jana, the first
violinist, is brusque and unsentimental, imperiously determined to succeed. Brit, the
second violinist, is the romantic of the group, acutely sensitive but also needy and
subordinate. The cellist, Daniel, is a striver, dragging himself from poverty to Carnegie Hall
through sheer technical proficiency. “The Ensemble” charts their fights and reconciliations
over 16 years as they grow from budding tvros to seasoned professionals, vet their most
pointed communication is always subverbal: “A slip of a bow tip could indicate
ambivalence about the dynamic choice; and countless other movements were missives—a
slight lean forward or back, a persistent attack at the [bow] frog, a certain brightness of

tone, and when necessary, a furrowed brow, a frown, and a pause in playing.”

Commenting on the quartet’s early failures, a pompous elder statesman says that their
problem wasn’t a dearth of talent so much as an excess of energy, “energy vou all didn’t
know how to use yvet.” Something similar can be said for Ms. Gabel, who flings herselfin
this episodic novel into one crisis after another, rarely relaxing the rather harried tempo.
But an overabundance of conflict is a promising imperfection, the sign of a writer with an
appetite for drama and outsize characters. Daniel speaks to the novel’s wonderfully rough,
unruly humanity when he realizes that “it wasn't just music that made you bigger. People
did. People gave vou stories. People made you expand.” And he hints at what may be a
better definition for a quartet than Goethe’s: Four intermittently rational people in a lover’s
quarrel.
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Praise for

THE GUNNERS
REBECCA KAUFFMAN

"The Gunners follows a group of friends from their close knit childhood in working class Buffalo, NY to
their disparate mid thirties. Mikey, Alice, Lynn, Jimmy, and Sam are brought together again by the
sudden suicide of fellow "Gunner," Sally who, as a teenager, abruptly abandoned the group with little
explanation. After the funeral, the group, reunited for the first time in a decade, spend a drunken
evening grieving, reminiscing, confiding, consoling, and most importantly, just being with one another,
while trying to understand the mysterious motivations of Sally'. Sharp, bighearted, and rich with
specific detail, the story ticks every box in a bildungsroman you could hope for leaving readers with
that familiar warm and tight-throated nostalgia you feel when rediscovering a shoe box of old photos
from high school. Highly readable and certainly a good companion for a Spring Break getaway."

—Katelyn O'brien, Square Books, Oxford MS

"There’s a special glue that holds a group together. But sometimes that glue dissolves and releases
individuals to melt away into their own worlds. Such was the glue of the Gunners and such was the
outcome when one of the group of youngsters, now teenagers, suddenly, for no apparent reason,
removed herself from their midst. But Mikey was left alone with a secret that would follow him into his
later years. It was not something which should have been a secret, you understand, but a secret it was.
But he's not the only one keeping something to himself. When Sally commits suicide, the Gunners
reunite but no-one knows if all the secrets she was carrying about their group will emerge. It's time to
face the truth and reach for forgiveness. My heart went out to Mikey from page one. This stand-out
novel is an engrossing story of friendship and the consequences of trying to hide from life, as well as a

memorable offering from a very good writer." —Linda Bond, Auntie's Books, Spokane, WA

"The Gunners is a story about friendship, family and loss told from the perspective of a group of
childhood best friends who reunite in their early 30s after one of their own commits suicide. The novel,
which weaves the group's present-day reunion with moments from their childhood, paints a nuanced,

beautiful and often funny portrait of each character that kept me absorbed until the final page. The
novel never spells out the exact reasons for Sally's suicide—which | was glad for—but rather reveals
the complex mix of pain and secrets that each person brings into a friendship. There are many books
about childhood friends, but this one stands out for its honest, messy and surprising characters that

feel refreshingly real." —Elissa Englund, Bank Square Books, Mystic CT
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"I recommend you read every single thing Rebecca Kauffman writes—start with this beautiful novel,

and start now." —Julie Buntin, author of Marlena

"Kauffman’s prose is restrained in a way that causes it to actually vibrate in places, and her details are
so richly observed they feel like gems, impossible things mined from deep under the earth. Funny, raw,
and deeply elegant, The Gunners is ultimately a meditation on friendship, that least examined, most
mysterious form of love, perhaps more sacred for its incompleteness, for the ways we can never fool
ourselves completely into believing we truly know one another." —Rufi Thorpe, author of Dear Fang,

with Love and The Girls from Corona del Mar

"The Gunners explores what it means to have people crawl into your heart and settle in for a lifetime. In
this lovely, truthful novel of six people who have been friends since childhood, Rebecca Kauffman
strips enduring love of all its usual romantic costumery, and shows us how it actually works." —Martha

Woodroof, author of Small Blessings

"l inhaled The Gunners in a single sitting, because | couldn’t stand to be away from it once | started it.
Rebecca Kauffman's brilliantly rendered story of six childhood friends tells the hard truth about human
love—what it seems to be from far away, and what it really is up close—boldly, with compassion and

warmth and humor." —Kayla Rae Whitaker, author of The Animators
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Publicity status for

THE GUNNERS
REBECCA KAUFFMAN

An incredible NYT's review of THE GUNNERS by Rebecca Kauffman, running in this Sunday's

New York Times!

"... Kauffman has done something remarkable with 'The Gunners.'... She's made spending time with
[her characters] not just tolerable but delightful. And she's achieved this not by manufacturing likability,
but by so convincingly rendering the affection between them that you accept each character's foibles
as readily as they do one another's... [T]here's so much generosity and spirit and humor shared by
whatever characters are on the page at any given time that | was always happy to accompany

them."—New York Times Book Review

€he New Vork Eimes ) o
The characters in Rebecea Kauffman's “The Gunners” exhibit the range of
o 0 @ . D personalities that you'd expect from a random sampling of Middle
Americans: nice people, abrasive people, the churchy, the alecholic, the
FICTION educated, the not. You'd probably know which of them yowd prefer to sit
. . with at a high school reunion. And yet Kauffman has done something
Chl]dhOOd Frlel’ldS — OnCe remarkable with “The Gunners,” the now grown group of childhood
friends who adopted the moniker from the mailbox of the abandoned
Inseparab]e 3 NOW Far - Flung home they used as an after-school squat: She’s made spending time with
: them not just tolerable, but delightful. And she’s achieved this not by
- Reunlte for a Funeral manufacturing likability, but by so convineingly rendering the affection
By Xhenet Aliu between them that vou accept each character’s foibles as readily as they
May 11, 2018 do one another’s.

el g

It’s a funeral that reunites this group: Sally, who suddenly and without
explanation broke off contact near the end of high school, has committed
suicide by throwing herself from a bridge. Now 30 years old, most of the
friends have long since scattered from their working-class hometown in
upstate New York, save for Mikey, the closest the novel hasto a
protagonist.

Mikey, who's losing his sight to early-onset macular degeneration, lives a
mostly solitary life — while he craves connection, he’s better suited to
distance than intimacy. When he was a boy, his nearest experience to
parental tenderness was the gentle touch of a nurse conducting an eye
exam; as an adult, he's so consumed with building a sensory inventory of
his external world that he fails to develop human relationships. And yet
he's kind and rock-steady, deriving his joy by quietly documenting the
Gunners: Alice, Mikey's opposite in most ways, a brash lesbian marina
owner who says what she feels, and she feels a lot; Lynn, a gifted pianist
with a severed finger and quite a few A.A. chips; Sam, an Evervman who
was reborn at the Christian camp where he worked after high school; and

Jimmy, a math whiz who struck investment gold in Los Angeles but keeps

a lake house near their hometown.

Rebecca Kauffman Rachel Herr




As latchkey kids in an often harsh environment, the Gunners found that
the most effective defense against pain was the denial of it. Thus, secrets
were inevitably an essential ingredient of their dynamic, and Sally —
already the most vulnerable, the sensitive child of an alcoholic mother —
somehow became the keeper of them all. Each is convineced that theirs
was the burden that drove Sally to leave the group and eventually take
her own life. When they begin to reveal what theyv kept hidden as children,
they find that their confessions are not met with forgiveness, discovering
instead that forgiveness is unnecessary.

Kauffman, though admirably direct in her language, doesn't always juggle
all the moving parts gracefully; Jimmy, bearer of the most significant
revelation in the novel, enters late and exits quickly, making his
appearance feel almost like a cameo. Lynn's and Sam’s roles feel front-
loaded, their presences diminished in the latter half of the novel. And
using Mikey, the most emotionally deficient of the friends, as the primary
lens can be frustrating because his narrative hurries through the most
fraught moments in the story. As a reader I understand that he wants to
flee, vet I can’t help wanting to stav.

Still, there's so much generosity and spirit and humor shared by whatever
characters are on the page at any given time that I was always happy to
accompany them. And while not all the mysteries are resolved — least of
all Sally’'s — that’s really the point: Friends, especially childhood friends,
don't need to fully understand one another in order to accept one another.

Xhenet Aliu is the author of the novel “Brass”

Follow New York Times Books on Facebook and Twitter {@nytimesbooks), sign up for our
newsleffer or our literary calendar. And lisfen to us on the Book Review podcast.
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The Gunners has been chosen as a Barnes &
Noble Discover New Writers selection for
2018!

Kirkus Review: "Kauffman has created vivid
and compelling characters struggling with what
is in some ways the most universal dilemma:
how to grow up. Mikey especially is mature and
thoughtful but not at all precious; and the
boisterous, hilarious Alice is charming despite
her best efforts to behave otherwise. In fluid
prose, Kauffman lays bare the lessons of youth
and truth. A layered and loving bildungsroman

of friendship."

Publishers Weekly (Starred

Review): "Perceptive, funny, and endearing...Reminiscent of The Big Chill and St. EImo's

Fire,...provides readers with an entire cast of characters who will feel like old friends."

Selected as one of The Huffington Post's 60 Books We Can't Wait To Read in 2018, Chicago Review

of Books Most Anticipated Fiction of 2018, Southern Living's Best New Books Coming Out Spring

2018, From The Texas Book Festival Lit Director Desk: 2018 Reads, Ink and Fable's Top 5 Most

Anticipated Reads of 2018, Book Riot's 101 Books Coming Out In 2018 That You Should Mark

Down Now!, NYLON's 2018 Preview: 50 Books We Can't Wait to Read in 2018!, PureWow's 20

Books We Can't Wait to Read in 2018, Heard Tell's 5 Books I'm Excited About in Early 2018, The

Real Deal's 35 Books We Can't Wait to Get Our Hands On In 2018, Books are my

Favourite's Books I'm Waiting For, Book Bub's 30 Most Anticipated Book Club Books for

2018, The Reader's Room's Most Anticipated 2018 Books, and Reading Women Podcast's Most

Anticipated New Releases of 2018.



https://www.barnesandnoble.com/blog/announcing-discover-great-new-writers-spring-2018-selections/
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/blog/announcing-discover-great-new-writers-spring-2018-selections/
https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/rebecca-kauffman/the-gunners/
https://www.publishersweekly.com/978-1-61902-989-7
https://www.publishersweekly.com/978-1-61902-989-7
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/2018-book-preview_us_5a383493e4b0c65287aba20b
https://chireviewofbooks.com/2018/01/04/most-anticipated-fiction-books-2018/
https://www.southernliving.com/culture/new-books-2018#gunners-kauffman-spring-books
https://www.southernliving.com/culture/new-books-2018#gunners-kauffman-spring-books
https://www.texasbookfestival.org/lit-director-desk-2018-reads/
http://www.patiencerandle.com/book-reviews/2018/1/7/top-5-most-anticipated-reads-of-2017
http://www.patiencerandle.com/book-reviews/2018/1/7/top-5-most-anticipated-reads-of-2017
https://bookriot.com/2017/11/27/books-coming-out-in-2018/
https://bookriot.com/2017/11/27/books-coming-out-in-2018/
https://nylon.com/articles/2018-book-preview
https://www.purewow.com/books/books-to-read-in-2018/
https://www.purewow.com/books/books-to-read-in-2018/
https://www.heardtell.com/books/great-books-in-early-2018
https://www.retailmenot.com/blog/top-books-of-2018.html
https://booksaremyfavouriteandbest.wordpress.com/2018/01/02/im-waiting-for-2/
https://media.bookbub.com/blog/2018/01/09/book-club-books-2018/
https://media.bookbub.com/blog/2018/01/09/book-club-books-2018/
https://thereadersroom.org/2018/01/01/most-anticipated-2018-books/
https://www.readingwomenpodcast.com/blog/2017/8/30/ep-36-most-anticipated-new-releases-of-2018-pt1?utm_content=bufferde29e&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
https://www.readingwomenpodcast.com/blog/2017/8/30/ep-36-most-anticipated-new-releases-of-2018-pt1?utm_content=bufferde29e&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
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