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The Reading Group Insider

Reading groups offer book lovers a wonderful opportunity to meet new people who share their interests, enjoy stimulating discussion about interesting topics, and best of all, read great books! Whether your group is an intimate one organized with friends or a large one run by professionals, the goal is the same: to meet other readers, share theories and opinions, develop a more enriched understanding of the book, and have fun.

The Reading Group Insider is a valuable resource for book club members and those who want to know more about reading groups. As you read on you will find excerpts to browse for help with choosing good discussion titles; tips on how to start or join a reading group; Q&As with the authors of some tried and true reading group picks; travel and field trip ideas to spice up your meetings; recipes to complement what you’re reading; and much more. Reading group guides are also included for more than 30 titles.

If you are looking for ideas to enhance your current group’s experiences, interested in joining a reading group, or starting one of your own, we have many suggestions offered here, so read on!





Starting a Reading Group… Picking the Books

Trial Runs

Not sure that a book club is for you? One way to find out is to attend a meeting of an existing group and see what it’s like. Most local bookstores and libraries offer open groups that meet on-site on a regular basis and welcome walk-ins and new members. Visit their websites or ask at the information desk about existing groups—their themes, meeting times, and membership policies. Most likely you’ll find at least one that interests you, and there will be no pressure to join if you find it’s not what you are looking for. Or join a group online! Many online bookstores and book review sites host book discussions, often including live chats with authors. Here are a few sites to get you started:


	ReadingGroupCenter.com

	GoodReads.com

	BookTalk.org

	Book-Clubs-Resource.com

	OnlineBookClub.org

	DearReader.com







Joining a Group

You may find that you are interested in joining a group, but do not want to start one of your own. Some places to start include your local bookstore or library, or through a simple search online. Bookstores and libraries often sponsor a variety of different groups which are open to the public, providing the location—and often the leaders—for group meetings. Some bookstores even offer discounts on bulk purchases for reading groups that register with their store, while libraries take advantage of the inter-library loan system to ensure that club members have access to book club selections. If neither of these options appeal to you, check their bulletin boards for private groups looking for new members, check listings online, or contact your local church, synagogue, alumni club, or professional association. Even if these organizations don’t have groups already, they’ll likely be able to put you in contact with other interested readers.





Starting a Group of Your Own

It’s easier than you think! All you really need are a few avid readers and a good book. There are no set rules. Reading groups can be single sex or coed and vary in size. You may find that smaller groups (4-12 members) tend to provide the liveliest discussion and allow each group member to participate. Quite often groups are formed by friends—try calling a few of yours and suggesting that you all read the same book. If that doesn’t work, post a notice at work, in your church, or synagogue; place an ad in the paper, on Craigslist, or on other social networking sites; or contact the local branch of your college alumni club or professional organization. You might be surprised at the outcome. Then meet informally at a local coffee shop, restaurant, or in members’ homes to discuss.





Making a Selection

The books are the most important part of the meeting. One of the best things about reading groups is that they can introduce you to titles, authors, and genres that you haven’t tried before—you may discover a new favorite!

Not sure how to choose your first book? There are many ways to go about it. You can have each member of your group bring a “wish list” to your first meeting and vote on the suggestions—the title with the most votes wins. Some groups prefer to take turns choosing what to read. This way everyone gets to read a favorite. Or, you can leave it up to the discussion leader to choose.

You may find it useful to focus your group around a specific type of book, such as fiction or memoir, or a subject, such as current events or history. Themed discussions not only help you to choose your titles, but they provide natural points of comparison and discussion. Consider focusing on a specific author’s books—either for one meeting or a series of meetings. You could have each group member read a different title and compare notes. Or focus on a specific subject or historical figure. You may find, for instance, that two biographies on the same person reveal very different aspects of that person’s life. Another simple way to choose books is to consult award lists like the Pulitzer Prize, National Book Award, Man Booker Prize and many others. Choose a few titles from the list to read, then compare the books and talk about why the selection committee might have chosen those particular titles. Keep in mind that the choices that touch on thought-provoking and even controversial themes and issues make for the liveliest discussions.

If you’re thinking about focusing on a specific type of book, here are over 40 fiction, non-fiction and thriller titles that would make incredible reading group picks. Read on for descriptions of each, along with excerpts, Q&As, author essays, questions for discussion and more.

New and Favorite Fiction
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A Visit From the Goon Squad
by Jennifer Egan



Winner of the 2010 Pulitzer Prize in Fiction

Moving from San Francisco in the 1970s to New York City sometime after 2020, Jennifer Egan portrays the interlacing lives of men and women whose desires and ambitions converge and collide as the passage of time, cultural change, and private experience define and redefine their identities. Bennie Salazar, a punk rocker in his teenage years, is facing middle age as a divorced and disheartened record producer. His cool, competent assistant, Sasha, keeps everything under control—except for her unconquerable compulsion to steal. Their diverse and diverting memories of the past and musings about the present set the stage for a cycle of tales about their friends, families, business associates, and lovers.

A high school friend re-creates the wild, sexually charged music scene of Bennie’s adolescence and introduces the wealthy, amoral entertainment executive Lou Kline, who becomes Bennie’s mentor and eventually faces the consequences of his casual indifference to the needs of his mistresses, wives, and children. Scotty, a guitarist in Bennie’s long-defunct band, emerges from a life lived on the fringes of society to confront Bennie in his luxurious Park Avenue office, while Bennie’s once-punk wife, Stephanie, works her way up in the plush Republican suburb where they live. Other vignettes explore Sasha’s experiences and the people who played a role in her life. An uncle searching for Sasha when she runs away at seventeen becomes aware of his own disillusionments and disappointments as he tries to comfort her. Her college boyfriend describes a night of drug-fueled revelry that comes to a shocking end. And her twelve-year-old daughter contributes a clever PowerPoint presentation of the family dynamics—including hilariously pointed summaries of her mother’s “Annoying Habit #48” and “Why Dad Isn’t Here.”

A Visit from the Goon Squad offers a trenchant look at the vagaries of the music business and the ebb and flow of celebrity, incisive dissections of marriage and family, and a vision of where America is headed.

AUTHOR ESSAY

In this exclusive essay, Jennifer Egan tells us how and why she created the unusual structure of A Visit from the Goon Squad—and why it is that she writes fiction at all.

Readers of A Visit From the Goon Squad are sometimes startled at first to find that each of its thirteen chapters has both a different main character, and a different mood, tone and feel from the other chapters. My thinking was: if this novel is made of parts—rather than one central story—why not take full advantage of that structure and make the parts as unlike one another as they can possibly be, while still fusing together? I wanted to provide the greatest possible range of reading experiences: some parts of the book are unabashedly tragic; others are satiric; a few moments are openly farcical. One chapter is written in the form of a celebrity profile; another is in PowerPoint. I tried writing a chapter in epic poetry, but it turns out that to write epic poetry, you have to be a poet.

Goon Squad is a microcosm of what I’ve tried to do from book to book throughout my writing career. Each time I finish a book, I try to imagine my way into a world that has no overlap with the one I’ve just left. The Keep, which I wrote before Goon Squad, is a gothic thriller. And yet in one sense the two books are similar: The Keep is set both in a castle, where the gothic adventures unfold, and also in a prison, where an inmate is creating the gothic castle story in his writing class. The two layers of action feel completely different from each other, much in the way the chapters of Goon Squad are. In some deep way, I’m more comfortable interweaving contrasting stories than sticking with just one. And while I often tell myself (and others!) that my fiction has no connection to my real life, I think this inclination originates from my childhood.

I was born in Chicago, of young parents whose marriage ended when I was two. My only memories of my parents together involve one of them delivering me to the other before or after my Sunday visits with my father. Those visits began with Mass: my father was Irish American and devoutly Catholic, the son of a police commander on Chicago’s South Side. My mother was Protestant, the Vassar educated daughter of an orthopedic surgeon who had played football for the University of Chicago to pay for medical school there. When I was four, my mother remarried, and at age seven I moved with my new family to San Francisco, where I grew up. I remember my first glimpse out the window of the San Francisco hotel where we were staying at the beginning: a flash of sun on pastel that revealed to me instantly, on an almost cellular level, the contrast between this California landscape and the urban, industrial contours of Chicago. It was 1969. San Francisco was full of hippies and rolling fog. But even after all that had become normal to me—after years when my exposure to Chicago was limited to the three weeks I spent with my father and his new family each summer—a shadow version of me remained in the Midwest and grew up in parallel, surrounded by smokestacks and yellow brick and deep, sparkling Lake Michigan.

Sometimes I wonder if my need to occupy two opposing worlds is what led me to write fiction in the first place. I drop my kids at school, throw laundry into the machine, fret over bills and what to make for dinner, and all the while I’m in another landscape that hovers apart from my tangible life, beckoning and amusing me, winking in the background, awaiting my arrival.

[Get the Reading Group Guide for A Visit From the Goon Squad here]


[image: ]

The Cat’s Table
by Michael Ondaatje



From Michael Ondaatje, author of The English Patient: a novel about the magical, often forbidden, discoveries of childhood and a lifelong journey that begins unexpectedly with a sea voyage.

The narrator is eleven when he boards the Oronsay in Colombo, bound for England where his mother awaits him. At dinner, he’s seated at the “cat’s table”—as far from the Captain’s table as can be—with a rag-tag group of “insignificant” adults and his new on-board friends, Cassius and Ramadhin. For the 21 days of the voyage, the boys move from one adventure to another, “bursting like freed mercury all over the place.”

But there are more sophisticated diversions as well: one denizen of the cat’s table talks with the boy as if he were already a man about jazz and women; another opens the door to the world of literature; another—the “pale as a pigeon” Miss Lasqueti—appears to be both a spinster and a spy. His elusive, beautiful, older cousin, Emily, becomes his confidante and enables him to feel the first stirring of desire. And very late every night, he and his friends gather to watch a closely guarded prisoner, shackled in chains, being walked along the deck, his crime and his fate a galvanizing mystery that will haunt the boys forever.

Looking back from deep within adulthood, our narrator comes to see the “damage and influence” of events that took place on the ship. And moving between the voyage and its aftermath—the increasing complexity of his connections to Cassisus, Ramadhin, and Emily—he unfolds a story about coming of age, about the vast differences between the electrifying innocence of childhood and the burdens of earned understanding, about a journey that merely began with a spectacular sea voyage.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Michael Ondaatje is the author of four previous novels, a memoir, a nonfiction book on film, and several books of poetry. The English Patient won the Booker Prize and was an Academy Award-winning film; Anil’s Ghost won the Irish Times International Fiction Prize, the Giller Prize, and the Prix Médicis. Born in Sri Lanka, Ondaatje now lives in Toronto.

Q&A WITH MICHAEL ONDAATJE, AUTHOR OF THE CAT’S TABLE


Q: Do you ever talk about your books while you’re writing?

A: No, I never talk about the book. I’m one of those awful writers who keeps to himself for the duration of the book. So it’s kind of like a paper in one’s pocket that’s not revealed for a long time.




Q: And when you do reveal, is it in one fell swoop, all at once?

A: Yes, what I do is after about 5 or 6 drafts, or many times more, when I’ve taken it as far as I can go by myself, I then find 3 or 4 people who I trust enough to give it to who will then respond to it. And then, after those responses, I go back and work on it again for another year or so. So those are really kind of useful. By that point, I’ve got the story, physically sort of finding: Is this the right shape, is this the right pacing? Is this the right detail, does one character seem weak? Do I need to build that character up a bit more? So all those things come in at this second stage of rewriting.




Q: So you really are taking on board any kind of constructive criticism?

A: Well I don’t always agree with it. Not everything they say, I do. But it is important to me as I’ve been living in a kind of solitude with the story for so long that sometimes I don’t realize that one character has sort of disappeared, or something like that, you know? That’s the great joy of a book as opposed to a film. A film has already been filmed. They’ve already been to Spain and Portugal so they can’t go back, unless they’ve got a lot of money. Whereas, with a book you can turn someone into a Scotsman and have much less expense.
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Maine
by J. Courtney Sullivan



In her best-selling debut, Commencement, J. Courtney Sullivan explored the complicated and contradictory landscape of female friendship. Now, in her best-selling second novel, Sullivan introduces four unforgettable women who have nothing in common but the fact that, like it or not, they’re family.

For the Kellehers, Maine is a place where children run in packs, showers are taken outdoors, and old Irish songs are sung around a piano. Their beachfront property, won on a barroom bet after the war, sits on three acres of sand and pine nestled between stretches of rocky coast, with one tree bearing the initials “A.H.” At the cottage, built by Kelleher hands, cocktail hour follows morning mass, nosy grandchildren snoop in drawers, and decades-old grudges simmer beneath the surface.

As three generations of Kelleher women descend on the property one summer, each brings her own hopes and fears. Maggie is thirty-two and pregnant, waiting for the perfect moment to tell her imperfect boyfriend the news; Ann Marie, a Kelleher by marriage, is channeling her domestic frustration into a dollhouse obsession and an ill-advised crush; Kathleen, the black sheep, never wanted to set foot in the cottage again; and Alice, the matriarch at the center of it all, would trade every floorboard for a chance to undo the events of one night, long ago.

By turns wickedly funny and achingly sad, Maine unveils the sibling rivalry, alcoholism, social climbing, and Catholic guilt at the center of one family, along with the abiding, often irrational love that keeps them coming back, every summer, to Maine and to each other.

Q&A WITH AUTHOR J. COURTNEY SULLIVAN


Q: Why Maine (as in, the state)?

A: I grew up outside of Boston, about a ninety-minute drive from southern Maine. We went to the Ogunquit/Wells/York area all the time, whether it was to rent a little cottage on the beach for a week or just to have a lobster dinner at Barnacle Billy’s. I love that part of New England so much. It’s physically beautiful and has such a rich history. I’ve always been intrigued by the artists’ colony that popped up in Perkins Cove in the late 19th century. The juxtaposition of urban painters and Maine lobstermen living side by side seemed like it was just begging to be put in a novel.

Also, the Kellehers are a family in which everyone talks about everyone else behind their backs; each has an opinion on the shortcomings of the others. The funny thing is, they’re all right. I like the idea of family bonds having elasticity to them, so that even when they’re stretched to the breaking point, they rarely just go ahead and break. A secluded family beach house seemed like the perfect setting for all of this to percolate.




Q: Maine is told from the point of view of four women in the Kelleher family. Alice, the matriarch, Maggie, Alice’s granddaughter, Kathleen, the prodigal daughter, and Ann Marie, Alice’s daughter in law. How and why did you choose to focus on these four women out of all the characters in the novel?

A: I wanted to explore how certain things—like alcoholism, religion, resentments, and secrets—move from one generation to the next. We hear women say all the time, “Please God, don’t let me turn into my mother.” In most cases, we either become a lot like our mothers or we work like hell to do the exact opposite of what they did, which creates all new problems. The mother-daughter dynamic is powerful and often fraught, so I wanted to really dig into that. With Kathleen and Alice, we have a mother-daughter pair who can never seem to see eye-to-eye. Kathleen tries to cultivate a much more casual relationship with her own daughter, more of a friendship. In turn, her daughter Maggie longs for boundaries.

In early drafts, there were more voices: Ann Marie’s daughter, Kathleen’s sister Clare. But these four women rose to the top. Alice and Maggie are the generational bookends. Kathleen represents the one who went away—the complex blend of guilt and freedom that comes from throwing off one’s familial responsibilities. Ann Marie is essential because, as an in-law, she represents a sort of outsider, even though she is Alice’s main caretaker.

Though we’re not inside the heads of the other characters, I tried to make every member of the family three-dimensional. Many early readers have said that Daniel, the grandfather, is their favorite character, and he died ten years before the present day action of the book. There’s something about that that seems right to me. Often, the people whose presence looms largest are the ones who are no longer here.




Q: The Kelleher women of Maine range in age from 30 to 80. Was it difficult for you to write from such a wide range of perspectives?

A: The time in which we are born shapes so much of who we become, and writing women from different generations allowed me to show this fact in action. Alice wanted to be an artist, but as the daughter of working class Irish parents in 1942, she got pushed into a more traditional life. She couldn’t use birth control, because a priest forbade it. Her granddaughter Maggie is born more than fifty years later, and the landscape for women is entirely different. At the age of thirty-two, she lives alone in New York City, works as a writer, and makes a (possibly foolish) decision to stop taking the Pill.

Alice was probably the most challenging character to write. I wanted to get her childhood in the 1920s and her young adulthood in the forties just right. Luckily, I love doing research. I pored through old editions of the Boston Globe and talked to my grandmother and great aunt many times about their youth. I’d call my grandmother every so often to ask what exactly she would have worn out to a party in 1939, or how much she made babysitting as a kid. (About a quarter a day, as it turned out. She told me that she was indignant when her sister was once paid for an entire day’s work with a hardboiled egg. That anecdote, and others like it, just had to be included in the book.)




Q: Catholicism is important to the characters of Maine to varying degrees. Why did you choose to include the women’s relationship with religion throughout the novel?

A: The Catholic Church in America has changed so much over the last century. You can have members of a single Catholic family who experience their faith in entirely different ways. Vatican II was a major turning point, and more recently, the sexual abuse scandal. For Catholics of my grandparents’ generation, there seems to be a much more literal reading of things. Alice experiences this in her fear of going to Hell for a sin she committed sixty years earlier. To her, Hell is a very real place, not just a theoretical concept.

Catholicism is a culture as much as a religion. Many who have rejected the Church still feel that Catholicism is part of their identity. The Church has mandates on so many modern social issues: Divorce, infidelity, homosexuality, premarital sex, birth control, abortion, IVF, and so on. If you’re a practicing Catholic like Alice or Ann Marie, you have to negotiate this in your day-to-day life. If you’re lapsed like Maggie or Kathleen, this probably really ticks you off (even as certain aspects of it might niggle away at your conscience.) Either way, a story emerges. In my experience, you rarely meet someone who was raised Catholic and has lukewarm feelings on the matter.




Q: Your debut novel Commencement was a breakout bestseller in hardcover and paperback. What did it feel like to achieve success so early in your career?

A: There is something magical, and slightly terrifying, about the process of creating characters in the safety and privacy of your own head, and then suddenly seeing them go off into a world full of strangers. I’ve written short stories and novels since I was about six, but the publication of Commencement marked the first time that anyone other than my mom and dad had read them.

It was deeply gratifying to hear readers all over the country recount their own tales of post-college friendship, and the process of navigating a world full of confusing and sometimes contradictory choices. The thing that probably surprised me the most was the reaction to a scene in the book that deals with date rape. So many young women wrote me and said that they had lived through similar events, and that reading Commencement helped them process what happened. That was incredible and unexpected.

I set my first novel at my alma mater, Smith College, and some alums were angry about what I wrote. On the other hand, in what was perhaps the single most memorable experience of this entire journey, I was walking through Northampton (the town where Smith is located) after a reading one afternoon, and a student passing by just looked at me and said, “Thanks for writing it.”




Q: The Kellehers are an Irish Catholic family from Massachusetts. You’re an Irish Catholic gal from Massachusetts. Are any of the characters modeled after you or your family? A little birdie told us you took Irish step dancing lessons as a kid, just like Ann Marie’s daughters…

A: When Commencement was first published and I gave a reading in Boston, my extended family went out afterward for a celebratory dinner. By then, word had spread that I was working on a second novel about a big Irish Catholic clan. One of my uncles gave a moving toast, and he finished it off by saying, “We just want you to know how proud we are and how much we love you, since a year from now none of us will be speaking to you anymore.”

He was only kidding (I hope), but I got the point. None of the characters are based on any one member of my family. That said, all novels borrow a bit from real life. My great-grandmother used to take one look at a girl in a short dress and say, “Your knees should have a party and invite your skirt down.” This became one of Daniel’s signature phrases in Maine. And then there’s the Kellehers’ fondness for Irish music, the hot toddies, the Hail Marys, and the cousins by the dozens. (As one of my cousins says.) A lot of that stuff came from my own life. As for the step dancing, guilty as charged. Like Celia, one of the characters in Commencement, I credit those Irish Step days with my excellent posture and complete inability to dance like a normal person.




Q: Where do you ‘summer’?

A: The Kellehers’ beautiful house in Maine is, alas, not based on my own family’s home. It is, however, based on the family home of my best friend from high school—a gorgeous waterfront property in Kittery Point. It was there on the beach a few summers back that I first conceived of this novel. I borrowed the layout of Alice’s cottage from that house, as well as the story of the family building it themselves from the ground up.

When I was a kid, we’d often spend a week or two on some beautiful New England beach—Cape Cod, Nantucket, New Hampshire, and of course, Maine, were the places we frequented, often with ten or twelve relatives in tow. These days, I mostly summer in my sweltering Brooklyn apartment, where I alternate between sitting at my desk and sticking my head in the freezer.

Last August, as I was completing Maine, my boyfriend and I rented a lovely house in Cape Neddick, not far from where the Kellehers’ property would be. He had never been there, and it was fun to share things with him that I’d done a million times before with family and friends. There was something a little bittersweet about it, too. I felt nostalgic, even as I was in the process of making new memories. It made me aware of the way time seems to unfold upon itself when you revisit familiar places from your childhood. A lot of that made its way into Maine.




Q: Maine goes on-sale in June, just as people are hitting the beach. In your opinion, what makes ‘the perfect summer read’?

A: Something so absorbing that it transports and consumes you. Last summer, while I read Heartburn by Nora Ephron on Ogunquit Beach, a seagull came along and ate half the contents of my tote bag, including my wallet. I didn’t even notice.




Q: What’s next for you?

A: I’m in the early stages of a new novel. It’s a portrait of four very different marriages that span the course of the twentieth century, and have something surprising in common.

One of the characters is a paramedic. Yesterday I got to spend the entire day on an ambulance ride-along. It was truly great, a reminder of how much fun it is to be a writer. As a reporter and novelist, I get to be nosy and ask people about their own private worlds—and rather than telling me to buzz off, they actually share it all. People want to tell their stories; that’s something I’ve realized along the way. Of course, I’m referring to people other than my relatives.



[Read an excerpt from Maine here]
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The Night Circus
by Erin Morgenstern



The circus arrives without warning. No announcements precede it. It is simply there, when yesterday it was not. Within the black-and-white striped canvas tents is an utterly unique experience full of breathtaking amazements. It is called Le Cirque des Rêves, and it is only open at night.

But behind the scenes, a fierce competition is underway—a duel between two young magicians, Celia and Marco, who have been trained since childhood expressly for this purpose by their mercurial instructors. Unbeknownst to them, this is a game in which only one can be left standing, and the circus is but the stage for a remarkable battle of imagination and will. Despite themselves, however, Celia and Marco tumble headfirst into love—a deep, magical love that makes the lights flicker and the room grow warm whenever they so much as brush hands.

True love or not, the game must play out, and the fates of everyone involved, from the cast of extraordinary circus performers to the patrons, hang in the balance, suspended as precariously as the daring acrobats overhead.

Written in seductive prose, this spell-casting novel is a feast for the senses and the heart.

Erin Morgenstern, on the writing of The Night Circus

“The Night Circus began as a detour during an entirely different manuscript, a circus dropped into a storyline that was going nowhere, that was far more interesting than anything occurring around it. Poppet and Widget (and their kittens) appear in that first foray through what was then a nameless circus (it wasn’t even nocturnal), so despite being the youngest members of the circus, they’ve existed as characters longer than anyone else.

For two Novembers (in 2006 and 2007), I wrote all about the circus for National Novel Writing Month, resulting in over 100,000 words worth of interconnected vignettes, covering bits of circus history and taking meandering tours through various tents.

Early drafts contained a great deal of atmosphere and very little else. It is not an exaggeration to say that every page changed completely from that first draft to the finished book. Like a painting that has an entirely different sketch hidden under layers of pigment.

Celia does not appear in that original draft. I do wonder if it might be the only book ever written in which the main character didn’t exist on the first go-round. Even after she turned up, it took me a while to realize that it was her story, even though she was immediately my favorite.

What I discovered through revision after revision was that the novel needed something to tie all the elements together, a nice wrought-iron fence to keep everything contained. The competition between Celia and Marco ended up serving that function, and as I quickly realized, all of the characters directly involved were already in place, it just took me a while to figure out that it was all, indeed, a game.

I had all the parts on paper, even down to Tsukiko’s tattoo, but I couldn’t see the meaning until I fit the puzzle pieces together in a certain way.

Suffice to say, I excavate when I write. I find entire worlds, fully formed in my head, and I have to dig around inside them to discover themes and connections and plot. Sometimes I get lost. It’s likely not the most efficient way to write fiction, but I find really interesting things when I just keep digging.

I started with a circus, and it turned into a story about choices and love, and finding the shades of grey between the black-and-white. And, of course, that is what it was always meant to be.”

[Read an excerpt of The Night Circus here]

[Get the Reading Group Guide for The Night Circus here]

RECIPE BY THE BOOK

Le Cirque des Reves Caramel Popcorn Recipe

This caramel popcorn recipe, courtesy of allrecipes.com, is a tasty treat to pair with your reading of Erin Morgenstern’s Night Circus.


Total prep and cook time: 1 Hour 30 Min

SERVES 20




1 cup butter

2 cups brown sugar

½ cup corn syrup

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon baking soda

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

5 quarts popped popcorn




	Preheat oven to 250 degrees F (95 degrees C). Place popcorn in a very large bowl.

	Melt butter in a medium saucepan over medium heat. Stir in brown sugar, corn syrup, and salt. Bring to a boil, stirring constantly. Then, boil without stirring for 4 minutes. Remove from heat and stir in baking soda and vanilla. Pour in a thin stream over popcorn.

	Place in two large shallow baking dishes and bake in preheated oven, stirring every 15 minutes, for 1 hour. Remove from oven and let cool completely before breaking into pieces.
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The Astral
by Kate Christensen



From the PEN/Faulkner Award-winning author of The Great Man, a novel of love, loss, and literary rivalry set in rapidly changing Brooklyn.

The Astral is a huge rose-colored old pile of an apartment building in the gentrifying neighborhood of Greenpoint, Brooklyn. For decades it was the happy home (or so he thought) of the poet Harry Quirk and his wife, Luz, a nurse, and of their two children: Karina, now a fervent freegan, and Hector, now in the clutches of a cultish Christian community. But Luz has found (and destroyed) some poems of Harry’s that ignite her long-simmering suspicions of infidelity, and he’s been summarily kicked out. He now has to reckon with the consequence of his literary, marital, financial, and parental failures (and perhaps others) and find his way forward—and back into Luz’s good graces.

Harry Quirk is, in short, a loser, living small and low in the water, but his floundering attempts to reach higher ground and forge a new life for himself become funny, bittersweet, and terrifically moving. Kate Christensen knows what secrets lurk in the hearts of men—and she turns them into art of the highest order.

Q&A WITH AUTHOR KATE CHRISTENSEN (for www.threeguysonebook.com)


Q: Kate, in my first post on your new novel, The Astral, I said that the most important subject in fiction is marriage. Mixing up Tolstoy’s statement a bit, if the marriage is happy, then there’s no story. I can think of two extreme ways of looking at marriage in fiction: One is just functional, that the writer needs to tell a story and examining a marriage is a convenient structure on which to hang your narrative. The other extreme is that marriage is the most intimate expression of what it is to be human. Why is the subject of marriage important? And why did you want to portray the breakup of one? Why is it interesting?

KC: The qualities in the kind of novel I’ve always found most interesting and memorable are interpersonal drama, trouble, tension, mischief, and/or emotional duress. For me, the key word is “interpersonal.” Unless the novel in question is a murder mystery, science fiction novel, or some other genre requiring traditional external plot machinations, an overly contrived or clever or unwieldy plot just gets on my nerves and detracts from what I find most important in a story: how are the people getting along? How do they feel about one another? What sorts of mistakes are they making, and what are the consequences?

Therefore, marriage and sex, friendship, and social goings-on are my favorite novelistic subjects (novels about parenthood and childhood interest me far less, if at all). Marriage is particularly high-stakes and intense—no two marriages are exactly alike, and not even one marriage is the same thing from year to year. Marriage is a mutable, infinitely faceted animal. When a writer dives straight into its dark, murky, dazzling, dangerous depths, it can be as thrilling to read about as a climb up Everest or a voyage to outer space.

Marriage as plot device is superficially limited but intrinsically riveting. It’s a story with two basic possible endings: the couple either stays together, or they split up. The same way bystanders in real life find themselves invested in, judgmental of, and involved with the breakup of a couple they know well, readers tend to invest themselves in fictional characters’ lawful unions and project their own hopes, beliefs, fears, and desires onto their travails, and to react strongly to either outcome.

I paced and structured The Astral according to the rhythms and atmosphere of a classic detective novel: Love is dead—who killed it? Harry is the chief suspect determined to prove his own innocence, the by-default detective bent on finding the answer. Clues accrue through the novel as he talks to anyone who might help him. And—as in a “crimmey,” as my grandmother called them—the novel ends when all the facts have come to light.




Q: In your earlier novel, The Great Man, you focus on several contrasting women. There are some male characters but they are peripheral. Your last novel, Trouble, focused on a friendship between two women. But as I got into The Astral, I thought: My gosh, Kate’s made the central character a man… and Harry Quirk is on virtually every page of The Astral. It an amazing concentration on one character. Harry is our Brooklyn hero in your story. What do you think of him? Maybe imagine that you ran into your own character in Greenpoint. What would he look like to you?

KC: Harry looks like any one of the energetically shambling, slightly down-at-heels men of a certain age who walk the Greenpoint streets looking solitary and full of stories; during all the years I lived there, they sparked my imagination. Their lives seemed so different from mine; they seemed to belong to an altogether different (earlier) era. I would walk by such a man and wonder: what is his story? Where does he live? Where is he going?

For many years, I lived around the corner from the legendary, sprawling Astral Apartments. I always vowed to write a novel about the place. Harry sprang into my imagination straight from my ideas about the Astral (I’ve never set foot in the building)—he’s a guy who’s been kicked out of that big red ghetto-castle pile and yearns to go back. He could only exist in a certain kind of place.




Q: Your novel takes place in Brooklyn. It is Brooklyn. What is Brooklyn? Tell me about the place. What do you like about it? And the sections of Brooklyn that are the stage for The Astral: Greenpoint, Crown Heights, and Red Hook. Are those your favorite Brooklyn neighborhoods?

KC: Harry is a manifestation of Greenpoint, a neighborhood where it’s simultaneously 1876, 1933, 1958, and 1974, and where even the present feels sepia and eternal. The streets are full of grit and sediment from the lives of the people who’ve lived there, their workaday stories, bar fights, petty crimes, marital turmoil, moments of wonderment and beauty and so forth—and it would be easy to sentimentalize the place if it hadn’t stayed so much the same through the decades. Nothing has been lost. Even with the current colonizing influx of so-called “hipsters,” the streets absorb and transform them without losing anything. I was transformed by the neighborhood, myself. Greenpoint’s very powerful that way.

I first moved to north Brooklyn in 1990. I lived in Williamsburg and Greenpoint until two years ago. I wrote the book as a kind of farewell to a place I both loved and hated, a neighborhood I was intensely involved in for many years—because of this, an elegiacal nostalgia pervaded the writing of the book for me. My own marriage of twelve years had ended just before I began the book; I’d recently left the neighborhood where I’d lived, on and off, for twenty years, which was most of my adult life. The novel is, among other things, a metaphor for an era in my own life.

I wrote about north Brooklyn—Bushwick, Red Hook, Crown Heights, the southside of Williamsburg, and Greenpoint—from visceral, clear, deeply familiar memory, a sense of loss and finality: that part of my life is over. The Astral is a sort of oblique record of a time and place in my life, although it’s not directly about me or my own experiences.




Q: I want to get to the point of your take on friendship. You happen to take friendship farther in your stories than any other writer I know. In The Astral, Harry has a best friend, Marion, who he appears to like better, and is more compatible with, than his wife, Luz. Yet it’s clear from the text that he loves Luz, not Marion. How far can friendship go? What is it capable of?

KC: If I knew, I wouldn’t need to write about it, so in a way, I’m glad I don’t—maybe there is no real answer. It’s a question I’ve always asked myself, or rather, a series of questions. What do we owe our friends, what do they owe us? What are the rules? Friendship is very different from marriage, no matter the occasional superficial similarities. There’s no legally binding commitment, no intertwining of two people’s finances, belongings, and families. There’s no adultery or divorce. There’s no expected or promised monogamy. We can go weeks without seeing our friends and reunite as if no time had gone by; this is generally not the case with spouses, to put it mildly.

But friendship is a peculiar animal—like marriages, no two are alike. Sometimes a friendship runs its course, and its end comes as a relief. But the end can also be as heartbreaking and devastating as a romantic breakup. Friendships can be as intensely passionate, turbulent, and complicated as love affairs, and the sense of shared history, trust, and love in a lifelong friendship is as sustaining and important as marriage.

And two friends’ mutual delight in each other’s company can sometimes even surpass the feelings between spouses, which can become muddy and dulled over time, with the familiarity of daily life, the boredom and tension of monogamy and cohabitation. Friends are almost always excited to see each other; spouses often aren’t.

Hence Harry’s happiness at a night out with his friend Marion… a platonic friendship between a man and a woman, especially when one or both are married, is generally and specifically complicated. There don’t seem to be any ground rules; it’s generally understood that if a spouse feels threatened, then the friendship has to be throttled back or ended, but I’m not sure that’s entirely fair or warranted. What I do know is that it’s rich with dramatic potential, the spouse-friend-spouse triangle, and it’s a lot of fun to write about.




Q: Your last two novels have featured interesting roles for psychotherapists. Therapy casts your characters into a fog. Your engaging characters, for whom we have so much sympathy, seem to be floundering around like we all are. But the shrinks operate in a higher atmosphere, above the fog line. Doesn’t a writer have that role with her characters? In The Astral, we’re absorbed with the befuddlement of Luz and Harry about their marriage. But you’re the writer. So, is a novelist like a therapist towards her own fictional creations or not?

KC: The job of a therapist is to treat her clients’ confidences with seriousness, compassion, finely honed curative techniques, utter confidentiality, and clinical dispassion. The novelist, on the other hand, appropriates and broadcasts her characters’ tender feelings, traumatic memories, embarrassing behavior, and humiliating dilemmas far and wide to anyone who cares to listen, often with humor, irony, and downright glee. A therapist is supposed to be a conduit to change and healing and growth; a novelist is a troublemaker and a gossip. Writing about Harry and Luz, I was as salaciously interested in gossiping about their troubles to the reader (in Harry’s voice, but even so) as any local busybody on a barstool. I had very little idea what would happen once I had set them in motion, and I was surprised by the ending; it wasn’t the one I had expected or foreseen when I began the novel.




Q: The Astral has two features which I greatly admired. One is the depiction of economic hardship. Your characters are living in tough times. If you had written The Astral 15 years ago, maybe you would be depicting characters who are flush. And I noticed that several of your hard-pressed characters end up working for very wealthy people, like there’s no middle class anymore, just the wealthy and their staffs. The other feature that I keep thinking about is the sadness of belief. Both Luz and Harry have crazy beliefs about their marriage. And the remarkable Hector, who leads a religious cult, does so by faking miracles. But what is the truth about all this false believing, this lying to people for their own good? Is it that economic hardship makes escapism more appealing? What do you want your characters to believe in, if anything?

KC: Harry calls himself a “fundamentalist atheist.” At the beginning, he’s adamantly and vehemently sure that empirical experience is the only reality. He feels superior to Luz’s devout traditional Catholicism and other poets’ flights into religious speculation or ecstasy. But, as the novel goes on, it gradually dawns on him that adamantly espousing the nonexistence of God, eschewing any leap—of faith, belief, or religious transcendence—might in its way be as limiting and constricting as rote adherence to dogma. As he expands out of the repressions required by his marriage into a fuller life, his atheism begins to feel like an organizing principle, a crutch, that has kept him from the fullest expression of his humanity and poetic potential. As he flounders around, his carefully crafted formal poetry disintegrates into free verse and runs aground; his displacement drives him outward, into the streets. He loses his way as a man and a poet, and it’s good for him in the end.

Cult mind control is another story entirely. The leaders of Hector’s group, the Children of Hashem, manipulate and lie to the followers, keep them compliant through controlling techniques that were also useful to fascist governments: sleep deprivation, loss of privacy and autonomy, pressure to report dissenters to the people in charge, and a superabundance of belief-reinforcing meetings, to name a few. It’s not a genuinely held belief so much as coerced compliance in the interests of money, power, and control.

The connection between religion and economic status is a complex one; it wasn’t something I addressed consciously in the novel. My ideas and observations about the socioeconomic divides in New York City are generally separate from my thinking about belief, religion, and atheism; the truism is that poor people need faith to get by, but I haven’t observed that poor people are any more or less religious than rich ones.

I have experienced, in a great variety of ways and settings, the gamut, or maybe the word I want is spectrum, between the wildly rich and the struggling poor. New York is a place of strivers and achievers and scrappy go-getters of every nationality and religion. Some people have, and others want. This gulf is fascinating to me—the proximity of the rich to the poor, the lack of insulation in the city from any one class, the great sense of extremes of wealth and poverty from block to block or even within one building. It’s an extraordinarily rich environment for a novelist, especially in terms of teasing out the implications in relationships between people with very different financial situations—who has the power, how this upsets or determines the balance between them.

These disparities are everywhere in The Astral: Harry is broke and down on his luck; his old friend James is a self-made millionaire who runs his own business; Marion isn’t rich, but she owns her house and always has food in her refrigerator and whiskey on her counter; Luz works hard, makes a good living as a nurse, loses her job, and finds another one; Karina is a freegan who Dumpster dives but has a car and owns a house with a paying tenant; Hector joins a group who live in a Sag Harbor mansion but try to live a simple, self-sustaining lifestyle while their leader shops at Anthropologie; and so forth.

This is a classic New York scenario: even within groups of friends, within families, there are great differences. It’s not a question of class, but of how successful you are at the collective, citywide striving game, a game everyone acknowledges, respects, and plays to win.

Harry finds himself, as the novel opens, 57 years old, suddenly without a wife or a home or a poetry career, just scrambling to get by from day to day. He’s opted out, or maybe he’s been pushed out, of his participation in the great New York dream—now—rather than fame or riches, he’s just glad to have a bed to call his own, the ongoing respect of his daughter, a date with a woman he’s just met, a rather menial job in Accounts Payable, and his old friends.

The Astral is in part about the necessary, rueful, and ultimately satisfying acceptance of your own limitations as you get older, the diminishment and rejiggering of identity to reflect reality after a certain point. It’s about the end of youth.



[Read an excerpt from The Astral here]
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The Lake Shore Limited
by Sue Miller




“Miller’s take on post-9/11 America is fascinating and perfectly balanced with her writerly meditations on the destructiveness of trauma and loss, and the creation and experience of art.”

—Publishers Weekly



Four characters beckon you into this novel from Sue Miller, the author of 2008’s heralded bestseller The Senator’s Wife and the Oprah’s Book Club pick While I Was Gone. First among them is Wilhelmina—Billy—Gertz, small as a child, fiercely independent, powerfully committed to her work as a playwright. The story itself centers on The Lake Shore Limited—a play Billy has written about an imagined terrorist bombing of that train as it pulls into Union Station in Chicago, and about a man waiting to hear the fate of his estranged wife, who is traveling on it. Billy had waited in just such a way on 9/11 to hear whether her lover, Gus, was on one of the planes used in the attack.

The novel moves from the snow-filled woods of Vermont to the rainy brick sidewalks of Boston as the lives of the other characters intersect and interweave with Billy’s: Leslie, Gus’s sister, still driven by grief years after her brother’s death; Rafe, the actor who rises
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RECIPE BY THE BOOK


Indian Tea Time, by Madhur Jaffrey







Gulab jamun














































THE ORIGIN OF THE ALEPH



WISDOM FROM PAULO COELHO AND HIS WORKS
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ARMCHAIR ADVENTURER: PARIS AND BUDAPEST



Paris in The Invisible Bridge


L’École Spéciale d’Architecture


Théâtre Sarah-Bernhardt


Bois de Vincennes


Budapest in The Invisible Bridge


Budapest’s Geography and Bridges


Hungarian State Opera House



Dohány Street Synagogue










A NOTE FROM AUTHOR PAM JENOFF
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A Note from Joël Robuchon:
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COVER DESIGNER CHIP KIDD DISCUSSES THE COVER FOR HARUKI MURAKAMI’S 1Q84
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Q&A WITH AUTHOR DAVID ABBOTT


















































NOTE TO THE READER FROM JULIE OTSUKA, AUTHOR OF BUDDHA IN THE ATTIC
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AUTHOR SARAH BIRD, ON MOTHER-DAUGHTER READING GROUPS

















THE SURFACE ERA: AN ESSAY FROM CAROLYN COOKE, author of Daughters of the Revolution























Q&A WITH AUTHOR DANIEL POLANSKY






















































Q&A WITH AUTHOR ESMERALDA SANTIAGO
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FAMOUS LITERARY FRENEMIES


	The Little Girls by Elizabeth Bowen—Dinah, Clare, and Sheila


	The House of Mirth by Edith Wharton—Lily Bart and Bertha Dorset


	Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro—Kathy and Ruth


	Cat’s Eye by Margaret Atwood—Elaine and Cordelia


	Something Borrowed by Emily Giffin—Rachel and Darcy
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Q&A WITH AUTHOR CHRISTOPHER MCDOUGALL















































































































Q&A WITH AUTHOR ISABEL WILKERSON
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JO NESBO ON THE IDEA FOR THE SNOWMAN
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A POTTED AUTOBIOGRAPHY BY JO NESBO (excerpted from JoNesbo.com)

















HENNING MANKELL ON CREATING KURT WALLANDER
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