
“God, they’d christened themselves the lions of Hollywood at the wedding, and raised 

champagne to the idea. The seven of them, minus Katie and David, who were already in Paris, 

had greeted each other that way, half kidding but also a little smug, when they’d rendezvoused 

at the airport in L.A. a week later. The movie mags even called them that when they wrote 

about the safari: the lions of Hollywood.” 

Shortly before Covid-19 pandemic shut down the world, 

Chris Bohjalian (author of twenty-three novels including 

Hour of the Witch, The Flight Attendant, The Light in the 

Ruins) took a trip to the Serengeti to research his next 

novel. The result is the jaw-dropping, breathtaking 

character-driven thriller, The Lioness, a story that once you 

start reading will not let you go.  

Katie Barstow, an A-list Hollywood actress, wants nothing 

more than to give her closest friends and family the trip of 

a lifetime. She wants the trip to be special and without the 

burden of the Hollywood press and paparazzi.  

Following Katie’s marriage in 1964 to her brother’s 

childhood best friend and a honeymoon in Paris, she 

gathers her friends for a photo safari on the Serengeti. Her 

older brother—a psychologist—and his newly pregnant 

wife. Her closest friend and fellow actress and her 

screenwriter husband. Her generous publicist. Her 

protective agent. And a Black actor with whom she’s close 

despite the blowback their film created. 

Her travel agent promises an abundance of pampered 

travel—ice for their gin and tonics and heated baths 

provided by the safari crew after long days of soaking up 

not only the heat but also the beauty and serenity of the 

Serengeti and its animals, evening sky, silhouettes of trees. 

Led by an older “Great White Hunter” who runs the safari 

company and his guides and porters, the nine Americans 

head off for the sheer adventure of seeing African wildlife and the scenic beauty of the area.  

What none of them anticipates is to be kidnapped and split up into groups. None of them expects to witness brutal 

human deaths or have to fight for their lives. 

Questions arise. Who are the kidnappers? Why did they kidnap that safari party? Who survives the ordeal? And while 

considering those questions, the reader also is compelled to wonder: What would I do in the same situation? And how 

far would I go, what would I do to survive?  

Bohjalian’s storytelling keeps the reader from taking easy guesses. 

With each chapter told by a different character, the structure of 

the chapters offers both the immediacy of the present and a 

revealing look into the characters’ backstories through their 

correlative thoughts. The story also brings in racism and the 

juxtaposition of a famous Black American with the Black servants; 

African politics, uprisings, and civil war of the time; the Cold War; 

and the end of an era when trophy hunting was beginning to be 

replaced by trophy photo taking. 

Even if you’re not a fan of the “Hollywood elite,” Bohjalian is clever 

enough to make the reader feel for each of his central characters: 

their pain, their dreams, their loves, their regrets. He humanizes 

these memorable characters by revealing the good, bad, and ugly 

of each, and gives the reader myriad reasons to care when they 

otherwise might not. Never underestimate his characters—they’ll 

often surprise you. 

The 1960s Hollywood thriller with an exotic setting is a book you’ll 

want to read without distraction and in one sitting. It isn’t always 

ugly. It isn’t always pretty. But it’s always the top-notch storytelling 

Bohjalian is known for. 

The Lioness published May 10, 2022 by Doubleday. Learn more 

about the author on his web site. 
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