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You don’t have to read the whole series to get absorbed in “Tropic of Murder”, a book about academia, filled with sarcastic, witty humor and likable main characters that make up for the lack of a truly mysterious plot.

“Tropic of Murder” is the sixth book in Lev’s Raphael’s “Nick Hoffman Mysteries” series.  Following behind “Little Miss Evil” and “Burning Down the House”, “Tropic of Murder” is a continuation of main character Nick Hoffman’s unfortunate ability to somehow become involved, either directly or indirectly, in one murder after another.

After a rough fall semester, Nick Hoffman and his partner, Stefan, try to escape the stress of teaching at the State University of Michigan and go on a winter break excursion to the luxurious Caribbean Club Med to forget about Michigan and relax.  But of course, Nick cannot escape the trials and tribulations of his Michigander life that is now hundreds of miles away, even in the picturesque Caribbean Island setting.  Here, on a remote island, murder rears its ugly head, and Nick, with his Criminal Justice and Private Investigator interests, feels obligated to investigate.

As a first time reader of the “Nick Hoffman Mysteries”, or any Lev Raphael book, for that matter, I was worried when sitting down to read this novel that I would be lost in the storyline.  Jumping into reading the sixth book in a series is not always easy if the book does not give enough about the preceding storyline to allow the reader to understand the current state of the characters and what is (and has been) going on.  Luckily, Raphael does an excellent job of incorporating just enough background information to allow for an understanding of previous events, and yet not overburden the reader with that information.

Raphael has excellent character development in “Tropic of Murder”.  Nick’s character in this book is thoroughly developed, even early on.  His struggle to fit in and gain tenure in a writing department that he obviously and thoroughly dislikes is appealing to readers familiar with the academic setting.  Nick’s dry and sarcastic sense of humor is fitting for his position, and it is amusing that this part of him gets him in trouble with his department.  Also fully engaging, is the other main character, Nick’s partner Stefan.  Raphael paints a thorough picture of a middle-aged, quiet gay man.  I instantly get a feel for the connection between Nick and Stefan, in relation to their match as a couple, and yet each of them is his own individual with different characteristics and interests.  The dynamics between the main characters is a fully engaging part of the book.  Not only does Raphael fully define his main characters, but he also gives enough commentary to the surrounding characters in the book so as to make them interesting, but make the reader realize they are part of the scene, and not the center of the action.

However, while Raphael does an excellent job in developing his main characters, his development of the mystery wasn’t as skillful.  It was hard to care about the murder in the novel, when the character who was murdered and those suspected of murdering him were not likeable or fully developed characters.  Raphael tries to make the reader be concerned with the murder by making Nick interested in private investigating.  So, Nick feels obligated to investigate the murder because somehow, there may be this connection back to his State University of Michigan troubles.  Unfortunately, it was hard to find the connections significant enough for me to truly care.  I did not feel for the murdered character, nor for any of those suspected.  Nor did I really feel for Nick, since he was not really impacted by the murder – and so his decision to get involved was one to leave the reader feeling frustrated.  The murderous plot was not significantly intriguing.

More frustration for a reader appears in this novel by means of constant references to other books and movies, and metaphoric comparisons that draw attention away from the central plot.  Flung throughout are loads of references such as “like the [estate] in Brideshead Revisited . . .”, “as stunning as the moment in the movie Enchanted April when . . .”, “ . . . a dead ringer for Ben Cross in Chariots of Fire . . .”, and “ . . . which on a good day was a cross between Village of the Damned and Lord of the Flies.”  These comparisons may be truthful.  They may add imagery to movie buffs and overzealous readers of books, but to the common person, these references have a condescending feeling.  

What, you’ve never read Sense and Sensibility or Measure For Measure or Age of Innocence?  You’ve never seen All About Eve or Cabaret or Barrymore?  Well then, you don’t deserve to fully understand this paragraph.  Some references feel like a private inside joke, and when the reader doesn’t understand, it begins to put distance between the book and the reader.

A book like this could have a wide audience, one containing probably highly literary individuals, college professors, other writers, and students.  However, the student audience is somewhat overlooked in this novel as it flings around references and above-your-head comparisons to other works that most students will not have read, seen, nor even heard of.  The references are used to paint an image, but detract from the novel when the reader has no way of picturing, “Looking like the figure floating in Gloria Swanson’s pool at the opening of Sunset Boulevard . . .”  

Raphael’s background as a gay son of Jewish Holocaust survivors is skillfully interwoven in “Tropic of Murder”.  Both main characters are Jewish, and their struggles with their background and identity and aftereffects of being raised in their kind of family are painfully apparent.  This part of Lev Raphael has leaked into his fiction.  Sentences like “He was too conscious in those situations of his potential lack of control; this was a fear that he had inherited by osmosis from his Holocaust-survivor parents” are used in accenting ways to build the characters of the story.

Raphael’s gay background is brought to life through his gay main characters.  The way in which he describes Nick and Stefan’s feelings for one another is very human and very normal.  The trials and tribulations they must go through to defend themselves and accept constant ridicule for their sexual status is almost touching.  Raphael’s two main characters are developed at a time when gay and lesbianism is a controversial subject.  He takes a risk that his audience may not like his books based upon his characters.  But they are developed as normal people with everyday desires and worries, and will help in bringing acceptance to different sexual orientations. 

“Tropic of Murder” is a quick read that uses dialogue as the primary means of telling its story.  While weaved with literary references, theatrical comparisons, and ominous metaphors, the interesting characters and intriguing dialogue make this book a good read for a lazy afternoon.  I give it 3½ out of 5 stars.
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You don’t have to read the whole series to get absorbed in “Tropic of Murder”, a book about academia, filled with sarcastic, witty humor and likable main characters that make up for the lack of a truly mysterious plot.

“Tropic of Murder” is the sixth book in Lev’s Raphael’s “Nick Hoffman Mysteries” series in which the main characters, Nick Hoffman and his partner Stefan, try to escape the stress of teaching and go on a winter break excursion to the luxurious Caribbean Club Med, but get involved in a murder.

Raphael develops the main characters masterfully, and allows for enjoyment of this book without having to read the preceding books in the series.  Dialogue is the storyteller in the novel, and it is written in an easy-to-read fashion that mimics actual language.  Characters do not use extravagant vocabulary when a simpler word will do.  This makes the characters seem like real people.

However, this book is a mystery without a mysterious plot.  Yes, there is a murder.  Nick of course tries to solve it because of his sudden interest in criminal justice and private investigating.  But the murder is not interesting.  It doesn’t have enough effect on our beloved main characters to cause us to care.  Once the mystery starts to develop, it feels more like a bad detective novel.

Despite that and it’s over-the-head literary and theatrical comparisons to works such as Brideshead Revisited, Enchanted April, Measure for Measure, and Cabaret, the book is a quick read with interesting characters that make for an enjoyable experience.

I give it 3½ out of 5 stars.
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