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Ann Peet 

Gripping, enjoyable novel with a 

background of past and present 

Bulgaria.  

This is a novel that draws you in from the 

first page. Alexandra goes to Bulgaria to 

teach but on arrival is involved in a mix 

up with bags where she is left with an urn 

containing the ashes of a man named 

Stoyan Lazarov. We then go on a journey 

with Alexandra and taxi driver Bobby as 

she tries to find the owner and return the 

ashes. As they follow up clues we get to 

know more about Lazarov and about the 

history and politics of Bulgaria especially 

the dark times after WW2. They also 

discover that old secrets can still be 

relevant to those now in power. 

This is a real page-turner as you quickly come to care about the Alexandra and 

Bobby as their quest takes them into danger. It is full of detail which, in the 

hands of a less expert storyteller would slow down the story, but here immerses 

you both in Stoyan's history and Alexandra's journey. It is a gripping story but 

one that is intelligent and thought-provoking. 

 

Sabine Little 

What would you do if you found yourself in a foreign country, accidentally 

holding an urn containing human ashes, without the means to contact the 

rightful owners? This is the original puzzle posed by Elizabeth Kostova in her 

most recent work. This novel is multi-faceted: yes, it takes the reader skilfully 

through parts of Bulgarian history, yes, it engages with the emotionally 



 

scarring experience of losing a family member, yes, it is, in a way, a journey of 

self-discovery, and yes, it is a deeply satisfying mystery. To me, however, one of 

the main strengths of the novel lies in the description of human experience, the 

way strangers connect or don’t connect, how a traveller arriving in a new 

country brings with them an at best patchy and theoretical knowledge of 

history and customs, and is forced to put their trust into somebody. For me, the 

beauty in this story is in the developing relationship between Alexandra and 

Bobby, the version of the country he shows her, and the human connections they 

make together. This is not a fast read, but it is a satisfying one, and one 

that keeps you thinking about humanity’s many stories, long after 

you finish reading.  

You can follow Sabine on Twitter: @sabinelittle  

 

Phylippa Smithson 

Intriguing story but I found the delivery slow and plodding as the 

lead character seeks to reunite a package with its rightful owner.  

After a 20 hour journey from her home town in North Carolina, USA, to Sofia, 

Bulgaria where she will work as a teacher, 28 year old Alexandra is travel 

weary and longing for a hot shower, food and sleep.  Things do not go to plan 

when her taxi drops her off at an exclusive hotel rather than the Hostel she had 

booked.  In the confusion and her jet lagged state, she finds herself helping an 

eldery lady who has dropped her luggage as she and a much younger man 

support their wheel chair bound companion. 

When Alexandra makes a second attempt to get to her accommodation, she 

realises that she has inadvertently kept hold of one of the dropped packages.  

And so starts a journey with Bobby, the taxi driver, who also takes a keen 

interest in trying to reunite the box with its owner. 

This proves to not be as easy as they had anticipated, given the difficulties they 

have in tracking down the mysterious three companions.   The challenge is 

made worse by the evident fact that they themselves are the targets of others 

intent on claiming the item for themselves. 

Worth reading but I felt the descriptive style at times only served to fill the 400+ 

pages rather than have bearing on the plot itself. 

 

 



 

Clare Topping  

Alexandra lands in Bulgaria to take up a position as an English teacher and 

within hours has landed herself in the middle of a mystery when she unwittingly 

finds herself in possession of the ashes of a dead musician.  Helped by English-

speaking taxi driver Bobby she seeks to track down the mysterious relatives of 

the deceased via numerous Bulgarian towns.  A trip that puts them both in 

danger, and which leaves Alexandra wondering about the history of both the 

musician and also her young taxi driver friend. 

As the book progresses the narrative moves from switching between the present 

day and Alexandra’s early life in the US to the present adventure and the 

musician’s life.  The author writes in a compelling way and her powers 

of creating a picture are excellent; at no point does it feel too wordy 

or as if any of the descriptions are overdone or superfluous.  What the 

author is less good at is writing an unexpected ending - but maybe she just likes 

to tie things up neatly and believes in happy endings.  

If you are prepared to suspend questions such as why didn’t Alexandra just 

leave the ashes at the police station, or isn’t it fortunate that she finds an English 

speaking taxi driver with some unexpected skills willing to drive her round 

Bulgaria, and just enjoy the story for what it is then you will probably enjoy this 

book, particularly if, like me you enjoyed The Historian. 

 

Catherine Bryce  

A brilliant and exciting read taking the reader on a journey of 

adventure in Bulgaria. 

This is an excellent story set in Bulgaria where Alexandra Boyd moves to after 

an unfortunate circumstance regarding her brother.  Here she inadvertently 

finds herself with an urn of human ashes and her discovery in trying to return 

them to the deceased's family.  The storyline is superb as the reader is taken on 

a tour of Bulgaria with its customs and way of life, the many people that 

Alexandra meets with her taxi driver friend Bobbi who goes out of his way to 

help her find the family. 

The story of full of twists and turns, frustration for Alexandra at many points in 

trying to find the family, the feeling of being watched by someone but doesn’t 

know who, damage done to Bobbi's taxi, the underlying friendship that grows 

between Bobbi and Alexandra. This is a nice read as the reader voyages through 

Bulgaria with Alexandra with Bobbi acting as her translator and explaining 



 

how life is lived in Bulgaria. 

One to add to your reading list for this year. 

 

Sue Burton 

Slow paced historical novel that left me wanting a bit more. 

This is the first book that I have read by this Author.  This book was full of 

history and quite slow paced and must be honest struggled and skipped a few 

(lots of pages) and to be honest not sure how I can review something that I did 

not really enjoy and found a chore. 

 

Val Rowe 

Another extraordinary novel from the bestselling author Elizabeth 

Kostova exploring hope after adversity.  

The loss of her dear brother in tragic circumstances results in Alexandra Boyd's 

decision to leave behind her sorrows and travel to Bulgaria to take up a 

teaching post. Shortly after arrival whilst seeking a taxi, an unavoidable error 

leads to her having the wrong baggage and she finds herself in possession of an 

urn containing human ashes. Keen to return this to its rightful owner, 

Alexandra embarks upon a mysterious, and sometimes dangerous, journey with 

the aid of the taxi driver, Bobby, unravelling tales of secrets and family emotion 

of a talented musician. 

Beautifully described, Kostova's novel paints a powerful image of the culture, 

landscape and political history of Bulgaria in the last century.  The chapters 

involving the treatment of Stoyan, the musician, are incredibly moving and 

quite harrowing to read at times. 

Kostova's skill lies in the way in which she weaves the past and present together 

in order to drip feed the reader morsels of information which gradually unlock 

the mystery concerning the history of the urn. 

My only criticism is that at times I found aspects of Alexandra and Bobbys' 

characters a little stilted and unrealistic but this did not detract from the 

suspense of this compelling tale. 

 

Teresa O'Halloran  

This book started out full of promise but took too long to get to the point of the 



 

story for me.  

American Alexandra Boyd travels to Bulgaria to teach English in the hope that 

her stay in this fascinating and historical country can help to salve the pain of 

her brother’s disappearance. Bulgaria was somewhere he had planned to visit 

when he was older. Alexandra is only in the country five minutes when she finds 

herself in possession of a strangers ashes, driving around a strange country 

with a strange man, locked in a room, and at the receiving end of some nasty 

threats.  

This book started off for me full of promise and while it did live up to some of 

my expectations it also became a bit of a let down on others. I loved the 

characters especially the main characters of Alexandra Boyd, and Bobby the 

taxi driver but they weren't enough to hold my interest for very long. 

The writing and the story just appeared to drag in places, and it felt almost as 

though the author had run out of story but needed to fill out the book and so we 

were taken on a nonsensical journey around the Bulgarian countryside. I really 

don't know why Alexandra felt the need to take off in a strange country with a 

strange man, hauling an urn of ashes around the place for days, when she could 

have left the urn at the police station on day one. The whole things seemed 

absurd to me. I was much more interested in her brother’s disappearance and 

the whole story behind that. 

On the whole this book needs some severe pruning back and it could 

then be a much sharper, bouncier read. 

https://hungryforbooks2read.blogspot.ie/ 

 

Ellie Crowson-Jeffery  

The protagonist's personality and personal journey shone throughout the 

duration of the novel. 

This was an amazing story. 

The protagonist's personality and personal journey shone throughout the 

duration of the novel - I particularly enjoyed the way that the writer transports 

the reader to Alexandra's world through her descriptive technique, especially as 

Bulgaria - where the story is set - is a country I knew little about. 

It was really enlightening in that aspect. 

I loved the way that the history and background of Stoyan was explored 

through flashbacks and even music, and how we saw links between him and 



 

Alexandra (mostly through their separate troubled pasts). 

In all, I really enjoyed this book! 

www.ellieceejay.wordpress.com 

 

Sarah Musk  

A beautiful, intriguing book about the resilience of the human spirit 

and enduring love.  It is also a thrilling detective story.  A winning 

combination.  

This is a beautiful, intriguing book.  The plot is gripping and full of twists and 

turns and the descriptions of the country of Bulgaria - a country I know very little 

about - are absolutely entrancing. 

Elizabeth Kostova knows how to develop characters and to create empathy for 

them.  I felt so many emotions for the present day people and also for Stoyan 

whose ashes they are trying to return to his family.  Some parts of the book are 

difficult to read - the sections in the labour camp are heartbreaking but uplifting 

at the same time.  Stoyan's love of music and his wife and future son help him 

through his nightmare through the power of dreams and imagination.  If ever a 

book portrayed the resilience of the human body and soul - this book is it. 

The story is part thriller, part detective and part romance.  The connection 

between Alexandra and Neven is palpable - it seems like they have been brought 

together by outside spirits and fate.  

The reader also learns a lot about the Turkish influences in Bulgaria and about 

its' history.  There are so many layers in this story that it is a joy to read - anybody 

who loves a book with depth and real emotions will love this book.  Elizabeth 

Kostova has written a winner.  

 

Glenda Worth  

‘The Shadow Land’ is a novel incorporating mystery and intrigue 

with Bulgarian history, a violinist, and a modern day girl trying to 

escape her past. A great read with many twists and turns. 

The Shadow Land by Elizabeth Kostova is set in Bulgaria initially in present day 

but dipping back in time to the Second World War. Alexandra is a young woman, 

who having experienced the loss of her brother travels to Bulgaria hoping to be 

able to recover and move on.  



 

On her arrival there is a mix up with her luggage and Alexandra ends up with 

someone else’s bag. The story from here is that of her trying to find the relevant 

people to hand back the bag and the consequences of her actions. Add to that the 

story of the people who the bag belongs to and the reader learns about the history 

of Bulgaria, the problems encountered during the war with the Germans and the 

dreadful way they were treated through the eyes of Stoyan Lazarova violin 

musician. 

 Whilst I enjoyed reading this novel I did find I was skipping swathes of 

description of historical events, eager to continue with the story. The characters 

in the novel were very colourful, small details of what they were wearing and the 

food they ate brought the pages to life. The addition of the dog added another 

character, which I wasn't sure about however it became clear further into the 

novel he had his own role to play. 

The twists and turns of the story weaves through the historical events to modern 

day and back incorporating the characters of the novel keeping the reader alert 

and wondering where it will go next, but all the time seeming believable, a great 

read which I'm sure will do well. 

 

Kathryn Whitfield  

A beautiful but heart-breaking story you won't forget.  

I really enjoyed this story, it was beautiful but heart-breaking.  Set in Bulgaria 

in 2008 and the late 1940s, early 1950s. We follow two main characters 

Alexandra and Stoyan. The story is about what life was and is still like for some 

people in Bulgaria and how their love for each other and their hopes and 

dreams helps them through hard times. The story also has a sense of mystery 

and I found the adventure Alexandra goes on fascinating as I don't know much 

about Bulgaria ' s history. I would recommend to anyone who likes historical 

fiction and mystery.  

 

Lucy Bunce  

An excellent book with clear plotlines in the present and the path.  

Tells the history of the country with some likable characters.  

I loved this book and stayed up too late (again) reading it several nights.  

Alexandra, a woman in her twenties who never really got over the 

disappearance of her beloved older brother, travels to Bulgaria to teach 

English.  Upon arrival she accidentally picks up someone else's bag.  Finding it 



 

contains an urn full of ashes, she decides to return it to the family she 

encountered in the taxi queue. 

Here the story becomes slightly less plausible.  She thankfully finds the world's 

most intelligent and reliable taxi driver who seems happy to spend days driving 

her around the country.  Despite having just arrived in the country, she is happy 

to get caught up in some fairly dangerous affairs.  However, the various plots, 

both in the present day and in the past, unravel splendidly and with enough 

twists that I am hooked! 

You can follow Lucy on Twitter: @loobey41 

 

Kate  

Elizabeth kostava is a true artist in storytelling, this book is no 

exception to those writing skills. She hands over to us a weighty 

novel of love, humanity, kindness, adventure and guilt. It lies 

throughout all the characters and their journey. From the here and now with 

one woman seeking to heal. A chance encounter leaves her with the wrong bag 

and she vows to return it to the owner. On doing so she learns more of the 

property she now has in her possession and her travels take a whole new turn. 

We learn more of the character from the past through flashback and at time it’s 

not an easy read. I learnt lots reading this and it’s another pleasure to read. 


