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Fake Accounts
l auren oy ler ’ 1 2
Catapult, $26
Reviewed by Debra Spark ’84

Would you want to read a 
novel that is the equivalent 
of looking at someone 
focused on an iPhone, but 
with the very thing you don’t 
have when observing in real 
life: all the fizzy pops of 
thought in the user’s head?  

Depends on what 
the person is looking at, 
presumably, and the level 
of fizz, right?  

The narrator of Lauren Oyler’s debut novel, Fake 
Accounts, is a smart young woman from Brooklyn, who 
“teeters” (as she herself acknowledges) “on the border 
between likeable and loathsome.” During an internet 
snooping session, she discovers that her boyfriend is a 
secret online conspiracy theorist. Days later, at the 2017 
Women’s March in DC, and having vowed to break up with 
him (with both vicious delight and irritation that he hasn’t 
been texting her), the narrator learns something else 
upsetting about Felix. In reaction to this second surprise, 
and thanks to some financial sleight of hand, the narrator 
quits her media industry job and heads for Berlin, where 
she does nothing much but online dating. The focus, 
though, is less on the particulars of her life than the fizz in 
her head, which is plenty fizzy.

Oyler is a terrific writer, her long propulsive sentences 
featuring one mordant comment after another, so that 
even a reader wholly uninterested in social media will 
enjoy the obsessive analysis of online behavior and 
contemporary culture. Oyler’s narrator is cutting, but 
she doesn’t let herself, or even the novel, off the hook. 
One of the novel’s (many) fun meta-fictional conceits is 
“the ex-boyfriends” who function as the narrator’s inner 
Greek chorus. Late in the book, Oyler describes the ex-
boyfriends as feeling “some obligation to finish [reading 
her novel], having gotten this far, but they have to admit, 
they’re looking forward to reading other things.” I was 
feeling much the same way at that particular moment 
in the narrative—heavy on the details of the OkCupid 
dates—but the joke reminded me of why I wanted to press 
on: Oyler is extremely funny, with a spot-on critical eye. 
While the narrative is most compelling and unpredictable 
in the first third of this clever book, the verbal 
pyrotechnics, super-astute observations, and insightful 
descriptions of place and people are on every page.

d e b r a  s pa r k ’ s  most recent books are And Then 
Something Happened: Essays on Fiction Writing and the 
novel Unknown Caller.

The Doctors 
Blackwell: How Two 
Pioneering Sisters 
Brought Medicine to 
Women and Women to 
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ja nice  p.  n imur a ’ 93
W. W. Norton, $27.95
Reviewed by Randi Hutter 
Epstein ’90MD

In the fall of 1847, Dr. 
Charles A. Lee, the dean of 
faculty at Geneva Medical 
College in upstate New 
York, announced that he 
had received “the most 

extraordinary request which had ever been made to the 
faculty.” 

A woman had applied for admission. She had already 
been rejected from several prominent medical schools, 
but Lee decided to put her fate up to an election and 113 of 
her potential classmates voted. 

The young men figured it was a prank and went along 
with it. All but one of them hollered “Aye!”

Much to their shock and chagrin, three weeks later 
Elizabeth Blackwell, a thin, quiet girl from Ohio, joined 
their ranks. “At best, for Elizabeth it was a vindication and 
a beginning. At worst, it was a freakish experiment her 
professors would live to regret,” writes Janice P. Nimura 
’93 in her scrupulously researched book, The Doctors 
Blackwell.

Writing with poetic flair, Nimura frames the book 
around the arduous journeys of both Elizabeth Blackwell, 
who in 1849 became the first woman in the US to earn 
an MD, and her younger sister, Emily, who received her 
MD five years later. Emily—portrayed here as the more 
skilled but less celebrated sister—is often a minor player 
in the Blackwell story simply because she wasn’t first. 
That alone makes this book a richer read than others. 
We get insight into these two female pioneers, prickly 
personalities devoted to and competitive with each other.  

Still, The Doctors Blackwell is so much more than two 
sisters escaping the suffocating confines of nineteenth-
century womanhood. Nimura brings readers on a journey 
into the healthcare landscape of the middle and late 
1800s, when doctoring was barely a profession. As 
she puts it, medicine was “more manual than cerebral, 
vulnerable to the taint of patent-remedy hucksters.” Since 
then, medical advances have turned many killer diseases 
into ailments that are curable, and women now make up 
more than half of the medical school classes. “It is for us 
to do our part,” Emily Blackwell once said, “that hereafter 
the old and time-honored profession may be proud of her 
daughters as of her sons.” 

r a n d i  h u t t e r  e p s t e i n  ’9 0 M D is the Writer in 
Residence at the Yale School of Medicine and the author 
of Aroused: The History of Hormones and How They Control 
Just About Everything. 

 


