
M o n t a g e

The Anti-Superheroine
“Starling” can handle thugs and palookas, but not daily life.
by craig lambert

I
n their� ��evil-fighting exploits, superhe-
roes face some of the most daunting situ-
ations imaginable, but their private lives 
usually remain unproblematic. Apart 

from occasional girlfriend issues, Clark Kent 
simply goes about his business as, well, a 
mild-mannered reporter for a major metro-
politan newspaper. Billionaire Bruce Wayne 
lounges around his mansion devoting him-
self to philanthropy when not 
suiting up as Batman. 

This is emphatically not 
the case with Amy Stur-
gess, the yuppie marketing 
executive who often trans-
forms herself into the su-
perheroine title character of 
a graphic novel, Starling, by 
Atlantic cartoonist Sage Stos-
sel ’93. Amy gulps Xanax, 
laments her empty love 
life, gets outmaneuvered 
at the office by a conniv-
ing colleague, comes from 
a dysfunctional family with 
neglectful parents, and sees 

a shrink, whose diagnostic notes on her in-
clude “self-defeating negativity,” “self-sab-
otage,” and “procrastination.” Amy tends 
toward crankiness and often grumbles 
when summoned to fly from her window 
to stop a crime at some inconvenient hour. 
After busting the burglars or manhandling 
the malefactors, she may go all softhearted 
and not even turn them over to the police, 

sometimes sending the hoods on their way 
with a wad of cash to ease the trip.

Amy “isn’t like me,” Stossel explains. 
“She doesn’t look like me. She’s outspo-
kenly grouchy, whereas I am very retiring. 
I was extremely shy as a teenager, and fix-
ated on that—I was miserable in middle 
school. Starling is not very self-aware: 
she’s a better person than she gives herself 
credit for. There is a parallel: Starling feels 
different, and I felt different. In the book, 
she comes to embrace her differentness, 
but at the beginning, the main thing she 
wants is to be like everyone else.”

Not so easy when you are strong enough 
to pick up 300-pound bouncers or sub-
due muscular thugs, when your hands 
have built-in lightning bolts that can stun 
crooks with 750 volts of electricity, and 
you can fly like Superman, cape flapping in 
the wind. But Amy’s background doesn’t 
fit the superhero model. Maybe Super-
man was born on Krypton and rocketed to 
earth, but Amy was born to Earthling par-
ents who owned 36 cats and was an out-
cast at school because her clothes reeked 
of cat urine. When her extraordinary 
powers start emerging at adolescence, the 
nonprofit Vigilante Justice Association, 
a loose federation of superheroes with a 
crime-fighting mission, soon signs her up 
and convinces her that yes, she can really 
jump out a window and fly.

Love is awkward, though, when a touch 
from Amy’s high-voltage hands acts like 

a Taser, decking her col-
lege boyfriend. (Later, her 
younger brother, Noah, kid-
dingly suggests that she date 
old men: “That way, if they 
have heart attacks, you can 
defibrillate them with your 
hands.”) A superheroine’s 
lifestyle also has career draw-
backs: if you have to duck 
out of meetings unexpect-
edly to change clothes and fly 
off to foil a crime, colleagues 
start to view you as perhaps 
a tad unreliable. Amy’s cover 
story is that irritable bowel 
syndrome necessitates her 

Left: An episode from Starling in which the 
superheroine, having made a midair rescue 
of an aspiring suicide who’s leapt off a 
bridge, gets a not-especially-grateful 
reception. Below: At home in Cambridge, 
Stossel works at her dining-room table.
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The Intoxication of   
Celebrity
Leonard Bernstein’s life, in his letters  
by carol oja

N
early a quarter-century� 
has passed since the death of 
Leonard Bernstein ’39, D.Mus. 
’67, yet his prodigious talent and 

flair for attracting an audience continue to 
work their charms. Call it the afterlife of 

the media age. Bernstein’s epic performances 
of symphonies by Gustav Mahler and his 
charismatic appearances on national televi-
sion, especially in the widely praised Young 
People’s Concerts with the New York Phil-
harmonic, are reissued periodically in ev-

er-new formats. And 
his major works for 
the stage, including 
West Side Story, Candide, 
and Mass, are revived 
at regular intervals. 
A Bernstein industry is in place, with The 
Leonard Bernstein Office in New York City 
managing his intellectual property and the 
Library of Congress regularly acquiring new 
materials for its voluminous collection of his 
papers. Added to that, the New York Phil-
harmonic Leon Levy Digital Archive has 
uploaded hundreds of Bernstein’s person-
ally annotated conducting scores into an 
open-access repository, making it possible 
to study his interpretative decisions. Fresh 
assessments of Bernstein’s work as com-
poser, conductor, and pianist appear with 
growing frequency, and today’s emerging ac-
ceptance of homosexuality makes it possible 
to explore with candor the complex life of 
a man who had many gay relationships (yet 
managed to thrive in a closeted America) at 
the same time as he was devoted to his wife, 
Felicia Montealegre. 

Nigel Simeone’s The Leonard Bernstein Let-
ters adds to the growing list of titles about 
Bernstein, offering an annotated and sub-
stantive selection of correspondence. Some 
of these documents have been published 
previously, while others are newly printed. 
All told, the letters selected by Simeone, 
a writer and critic whose books include 
Leonard Bernstein: West Side Story, are strongest 
in documenting Bernstein’s personal rela-
tionships. This was no fly-by-night friend 
but a man of remarkable loyalty. The letters 
reveal less about his work as a composer, 

Nigel Simeone, ed. 
The Leonard Bernstein 
Letters (Yale Univer-
sity Press, $38)

frequent dashes to the lavatory. When she 
returns to the meeting, though, bruised 
and battered after a violent skirmish with 
crooks, she admits, “Sometimes I won-
dered what intestinal agonies they thought 
I’ve been going through in those bathroom 
stalls.”

Stossel began publishing her cartoons in 
college, where her comic strip “Jody”—an 
alter ego whose stories derived from Stos-
sel’s own collegiate misadventures—ran 
in The Harvard Crimson for four years. When 
trying to render characters’ emotions, “I 
would scour the funny pages, looking for 
examples of, say, resentment,” Stossel ex-

plains. “You look for things like which way 
the eyebrows are going.” She also practiced 
the expressions herself, with the result that 
her roommates sometimes asked her to 
work elsewhere. She joined The Atlantic in 
1994, shortly after brother Scott Stossel ’91 
was hired there as a fact checker. (He is now 
second-in-command among Atlantic editors; 
for more about him, see “Annals of Anxiety,” 
January-February, page 64.) At first, she 
tracked down rights and permissions for 
the magazine, but soon began drawing edi-
torial cartoons that evolved into her regular 
feature, “Sage, Ink.” She also wrote and il-
lustrated the children’s books On the Loose 

in Boston (2009) and On the Loose in Washington 
(2013).

Stossel, who works in ink with a water-
color gouache, solved some new problems 
with Starling, her first graphic novel. There 
were small things like figuring out how 
much action could be implied “between” 
the panels. Editors helped her with conti-
nuity issues, like making sure Amy’s shirt 
didn’t change color within a sequence.

The book—1,740 panels long—targets 
adult readers, but Stossel avoided curse 
words throughout. “In my mind,” she says, 
“I’d be asking myself, ‘What would my in-
laws think?’ ”

Dramatic even in his student days: Leonard 
Bernstein at the piano in 1936c
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