

[image: Image]



[image: Image]





To my mother, Julia, who nurtured my love of books and reading—and whose performances of stories, from Babar the King to “The Cask of Amontillado,” showed me the many ways in which written words can be brought to life.





INTRODUCTION



BY BETHANNE PATRICK


Over the last fifteen years of my work as a writer, critic, and author, I’ve included the words “and above all, a reader” in many professional biographies. Although it’s long defunct and is probably being used by someone else, my very first attempt at a blog was called The Reading Writer.


Forget about the chicken and the egg; for me, the paramount conundrum has always been “Which came first, reading or writing?” Neither question is easy, or even possible, to answer. You could argue at length (and somewhere a group of academics is already doing so) about what constitutes “reading” versus “writing.” If an infant’s first sight is her mother’s face, does that mean reading wins? Or was that baby writing out thoughts in her neonatal brain during gestation? This is what happens when you spend too much time considering literature in an academic setting. Caveat lector.


A much simpler idea is that most of us start out as listeners. Our society may not rely on oral tradition much these days, but families definitely do. No matter what happens to books and publishing, we know about the great good that comes from parents reading to and with their children. Hearing stories told helps young brains to form and grow. A parent’s attention combined with reading aloud strengthens bonds of love and compassion and community. A house that holds books on its shelves and reading in high esteem is a house more likely to raise curious, bright, contented, and responsible individuals.


However—and this bears out anecdotally, because I heard it from several dozen of the people you’ll meet in these pages—nothing seems to compare to the thrill of beginning to read on one’s own. So many writers, in particular, remember the first book they held and decoded without adult assistance. Reading has been described as everything from a frigate (Emily Dickinson) to a rainbow (LeVar Burton), the common idea being one of magical transport. Say what you will about music, film, television, dance, painting, theater, sculpture—only text on a page can be sustained at such length that a person can both get lost in it and create his or her own version of it simultaneously. Reading has power. It can be education or entertainment, solace or spark, one time only or many times over.


Books change people’s lives, before they can even turn a page and long after they’ve mastered what that page holds. Some of the men and women I interviewed for this book had trouble narrowing down their book choices, but no one had trouble thinking of at least one. These people include professional writers, but others are musicians, CEOs, politicians, actors, comedians, activists, cartoonists, military service members, journalists, and chefs. Some loved to read from early childhood; others disliked reading; and still others were dyslexic or came from households where books were scarce. Some of the individuals included have PhDs, JDs, MDs, and medals; others spent time on the streets, in prison, or laid up from illness. They are men, women, gay, lesbian, straight, married, single, parents, child-free, young, old, city dwellers, country strong, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, agnostic, atheist, liberal, conservative, natives, immigrants, famous, little-known, and everything in between. Some are people I’ve interviewed multiple times, and others were strangers to me until we spoke. Some are friends for life, and one, who was an admired colleague, died just a few weeks before this project was completed.


All of them understood, when I approached them for interviews, that the question of which book changed your life is a serious one; they also understood that choosing to use part of this compilation’s proceeds to benefit 826 National is a serious good. Encouraging young people to write, making sure that they have a safe place to write, and giving them time to create both individually and in community—these are seriously important benefits of 826 centers in cities from New York to LA to Chicago to Boston. The people in this book, readers all, want young writers to know how important reading can be to anyone’s life, and they also want to allow young writers to hope that one day their efforts may change someone’s life.


One of the parts of this project that makes me happiest is that although no one interviewed was given a list from which to choose and although none of them were told others’ choices in advance, there is only one duplicate title on the list. That doesn’t mean all of the books spoken about meet any parameters. There are children’s books, poetry collections, biographies, classic novels, modern favorites, and even a comic book included. What this says to me, and I hope to you, is that life-changing books don’t come with “Read Here” labels attached. They have as much to do with the reader’s perspective as with the author’s voice.


Which is why I will tell you the book that changed my life is one that I haven’t mentioned before in a blog post, book list, or essay. When I was about twenty-five, I was wavering about what came next (like most twentysomethings do). My husband was planning to attend law school, and it seemed sensible for me to do the same, given my social-science-dense college transcript.


My book group at the time was a serious and diligent one, but most of its members were also serious Lutherans who belonged to the same church, and some of their selections were heavily theological. I didn’t mind, as those books at least made me feel I was using my brain after long days corralling high school students as a history teacher.


But in the late winter of 1988, someone in the group selected a novel by a Japanese author I’d never heard of: Silence by Shusaku Endo. First published in 1966, a winner of the Tanizaki Prize, and considered by many to be one of the best novels of the twentieth century, Silence is the story of a Portuguese missionary to seventeenth-century Japan whose fidelity to Roman Catholic dogma is challenged by armed persecutors of local Christians in hiding.


No, Silence did not effect my conversion. However, I was then, and remain, a seriously spiritual person, and I’d never before encountered a book that was both a testament to faith and a work of art. It doesn’t matter, when you read Endo, whether you are a devout Christian or a committed atheist. Although his material is more overtly religious than, say, a fellow Catholic like Flannery O’Connor’s, like O’Connor, Endo uses his beliefs to explore the moral center that unites the greatest works of literature in all world cultures. His fiction wastes no time on proselytizing. It focuses on character, conflict, and truth.


I knew as I took in the hard, sad, and often terrifying events in Silence that I did not want to spend my time discussing contracts and torts. Endo may not have tried to evangelize, but I wanted to. I wanted to tell everyone I knew about this book. And I learned quickly what most evangelists do: not everyone wants to hear about the book that changed your life.


However, a friend from college to whom I rhapsodized about Endo’s novel told me that even though she wasn’t interested in reading it, she could tell that it had truly moved me. “You love to talk about books and their authors, Bethanne,” she said. “You love to do that, and you are good at it. You shouldn’t go to law school. You should study literature.”


To say that I was flabbergasted is an understatement. I’d been such a flop in my undergraduate English classes that I switched majors to political science. No one had ever encouraged me to study literature; that was for my smart classmates, the ones who decorated their walls and wastepaper baskets with rejection slips from The New Yorker and The Atlantic.


The rest of the story can be mercifully shortened, but really, who makes a decision about graduate school based on one comment from her friend Sue? Small wonder I didn’t pursue a doctorate in English. However, I did finish my MA, and the semesters I spent reading, analyzing, and discussing great prose and poetry with great minds (I mean my professors, not you theory-heads, just to be clear) are among the most electrifying months of my life.


Shusaku Endo’s Silence actually helped me course-correct. Even though I didn’t stay on the path I’d expected to when I set out, I knew that I would find a way to make my life and career involve deep, sustained reading and writing. A book changed my life. A book might change your life. Won’t you join me in hearing how it changed the lives of one hundred other readers?





DIANA ABU-JABER



on “The Tell-Tale Heart”



by Edgar Allan Poe


“I wanted to get on that stage, too”


It’s such a latticework effect, you know? Even though my mom was a reading teacher, I wasn’t really raised in a household of books. It’s funny, I never really thought about that before, but it’s true. My parents read big thick mass-market paperback thrillers, probably because they both worked hard and just wanted to relax when they picked up a book.


But my mother did bring home lots of fairy tales, which became very important to me, collections of the Brothers Grimm, creation tales, folktales from around the world. Some of them were pretty dark, and I loved that. It set that stage for Poe.


I went through a long adolescent period of being gripped by Edgar Allan Poe, really enamored with his work. I was captivated by the story, the voice, and the tension of “The Tell-Tale Heart.” The sense you get of a rational madman!


“The Tell-Tale Heart” in particular was so subtle and so sensitive, because the narrator keeps attempting to reassure the reader that he’s not mad—but he keeps giving himself away through his actions. And so for a young reader like myself, it was riveting to see how that worked—a character who gives himself away, creates a kind of shadow, if you will. There is a sense of dimension there, the feeling that you can walk around the character and you can look not only at his face, but also at the back of his head.


These kinds of characters reveal more than they realize they’re revealing, through their speech and actions. And it’s such a beautiful, subtle technique, so effective in the context of something like the gruesome murder that takes place in “The Tell-Tale Heart.” There’s something fascinating about seeing a delicate technique used to depict such a dramatic event.


It’s something I talk with my students about a lot—the idea of three-dimensional writing, when readers know more about the characters than they know about themselves. I feel like that’s when writing is really the most electric.


And it’s difficult to teach, but you can kind of describe it and point to examples of literature and let people kind of think about that. Usually people really get it. Everyone knows someone who got involved with the wrong person. We can see it when it happens to someone else, but the person involved never can, because they’re too close to it.


I was introduced to Poe in high school, by a wonderful English teacher who read a number of the stories out loud. Having someone give voice to these narrators made them enthralling; it was an extra kick that made me start paying attention. I was really paying attention to voice, and I guess I was really captivated because I was raised in such a loud household that I couldn’t hear myself.


All of my Jordanian relatives on my dad’s side were great storytellers, and they were mostly big, loud men. I would be at the dinner table, and I got to be the audience, but I always wanted to be a storyteller. I wanted to get on that stage, too.


It became very important to me to hear my own voice. Poe not only had a singular voice, he was so subversive, so wicked, so naughty—all the things I wasn’t raised to or allowed to be. And so I saw these things as one piece. Speaking, having a strong voice, having a subversive sensibility, having darkness, and allowing darkness to come through all came together for me at that time. I started writing my own early pieces back then, and I think that’s how I knew that Poe was having this impact on me.


•  •  •


Diana Abu-Jaber is most recently the author of Birds of Paradise as well as the award-winning memoir The Language of Baklava and the bestselling novels Origin and Crescent.





HEATHER B. ARMSTRONG



on The Warmth of Other Suns



by Isabel Wilkerson


“It’s time that we recognize our privilege”


I knew immediately which book I wanted to share. It’s The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration by Isabel Wilkerson. I learned about it earlier this year during a conference at which a dear friend of mine called all of us in the room out for caring about feminism and other things but not speaking up about racism.


I went right up to her afterward and said, “Kelly, you made me sit back in my chair, because I know you were talking to all of us, but you were speaking directly to me. I am so sorry. What can I do, as a white woman, to change this problem?”


She didn’t castigate me, she just told me about this book and said, “Start here. Start with this.” She showed me so much mercy. She wasn’t angry with me. She wasn’t being pedantic. She shared something that would give me the language to talk about the problem of racism in our country.


What’s really important to me, in this sweeping, beautifully written book, is that it’s about three African-American people who sought “the warmth of other suns”—that’s a phrase from the poet Richard Wright—in the North and West of the United States during decades of the twentieth century in which it was simply impossible for people of color to live with any dignity in the South. Whether or not they can do so today is not something for me to argue, and that’s part of what I learned in reading Wilkerson’s book.


I’m from the South, from Tennessee. My parents grew up in the Jim Crow South. I grew up, in Memphis, in a South where racial relations are still so tense. I grew up with opinions I should not have had, because I was taught those things, my parents were taught those things.


But I got out! Here I am in Utah. I’m not a racist! I’m not doing anything racist. Right?


The trouble was, I wasn’t doing anything. I wasn’t speaking up against racism. I wasn’t asking questions about how to heal racism. It totally changed my life, this book. It changed my behavior. It changed who I want to be and what I do. It’s time that we recognize our privilege, we white people, and we recognize our responsibility to dismantle it. Black people are tired. Until we, the white people, take steps to change things, it’s never going to be any different.


We don’t have to suffer what our fellow citizens have had to suffer. I’ve been teaching my children not to think about color, not to see color. You know what? People of color are sick of that shit. No no no no no no no. Don’t teach your children to be color-blind. We have a problem, and that is not going to solve it.


I will never have to worry about one of my daughters being pulled over at a routine traffic stop and being injured. I will never have to worry about her going into a store and having someone gasp because she’s entered it. People of color have to deal with situations like those and worse all the time.


Wilkerson’s book is on my e-reader, and I’ve highlighted page after page and I go back to reread those passages all the time. I want to share it with Marlo, my eldest, when she gets to middle school, and in the meantime, share it with as many friends, relatives, and strangers who read my blog and my books and listen to what I say as possible. What could be more important in forming an online community than using it to solve real-life problems?


•  •  •


Heather B. Armstrong is a speaker, writer, and pioneer in the world of online writing and advertising. Her website, dooce, was one of the first personal websites to sign with Federated Media Publishing in 2005. Armstrong has written a New York Times bestseller, It Sucked and Then I Cried: How I Had a Baby, a Breakdown, and a Much Needed Margarita.





MARGARET ATWOOD



on “Grimm’s Fairy Tales”


by the Brothers Grimm


“It was good stuff”


I had a reading mother. It’s the best thing. She did all the voices, and at one point we were living in Sault Ste. Marie and she would read to us each evening. She attracted an audience of all the neighborhood children. We would all sit on the floor and listen to her.


She was basically broadcasting without radio or TV, to a rapt group of listeners. She would start with Beatrix Potter, a mistress of style and indirection, and very succinct. And then she continued with various children’s classics of the time, such as Wind in the Willows, Peter Pan, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and other favorites.


The first book that I can remember reading for myself, in addition to the funny papers, to which I was addicted, was the collected Grimm’s fairy tales, in an edition that came out in the mid-1940s. It was an Athenaeum book; a very good translation. My parents sent away for it by mail order, not knowing quite what was in it. This was before the 1950s editions, which were heavy on princesses and downplayed all the violence.


In our edition, the stories were more horrifying. All the original red-hot shoes and gouged-out eyeballs were left in. It was good stuff. My younger sister didn’t like those stories; they were too much for her. She only liked “The Twelve Dancing Princesses.” She was a more nervous child than we were.


Did they “change my life?” Who knows what it would have been like otherwise? But these stories did give me a large repertoire of story types. The next things that we got were children’s versions of Greek myths, which were joined by Native American mythology. And because we were in Canada, where church and state were not separated at that time, we also got a lot of scripture in school. Every day! Some of it was incomprehensible to me at that age, but I can recognize most Bible quotations. That’s very useful if you then go on to study Western literature, because these stories are part of our literary foundation: Greek myth, the Bible, European folklore, and, now, Native North American stories. All of these are in my work, in one way or another.


So is biology: because my father was a biologist, the books I read included biology textbooks, so I was reading about tadpoles and what’s inside a worm. This kind of material has also become part of my work, more recently. I didn’t have to start from scratch when I was writing Oryx and Crake: I already had address to that way of understanding the world.


Do I read anything life-changing now? I’m. Too. Old. You have to go back to a person’s youth to unearth the books that changed them. When did I begin to write with the conscious idea that I would be a writer? When I was sixteen. I started with a bad poem, then another bad poem. That went on for a while. I thought they were wonderful at the time, of course.


In high school we had a curriculum full of classics. We read Thomas Hardy—The Mayor of Casterbridge, Tess of the d’Urbervilles, that sort of thing. We read a lot of Shakespeare, and the Romantic and Victorian poets. If you want to know more about what the teaching style was like, then go to my book Moral Disorder and read the chapter called “My Last Duchess.” We didn’t learn anything about authors, but we studied the texts themselves in great detail, and we paid a lot of attention to style. In retrospect, that wasn’t a bad kind of education for someone who wanted to be a writer.


The English teacher in the story was real, and her name really was Miss Bessie. I showed her one of my bad poems, and she said, “Dear, this must be very good, because I can’t understand it all.”


•  •  •


Margaret Atwood is the author of more than forty volumes of poetry, children’s literature, fiction, and nonfiction, but is best known for her novels, which include The Edible Woman (1969), The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), The Robber Bride (1994), Alias Grace (1996), and The Blind Assassin, which won the prestigious Booker Prize in 2000. Her latest, The Heart Goes Last, was released in 2015.





GINA BARRECA



on Remember Me



by Fay Weldon


“I never looked up, not once”


When I was a graduate student at Cambridge University and miserable, which is par for the course—wait, it was the weekend I would have graduated from college, but I graduated early, so I was just about to go to Cambridge. But I was already miserable, because my boyfriend at the time wouldn’t come with me to Paris, where I had never been. I had never been anywhere out of the country except for England, and I wanted to go to Paris, but I had to do it on the cheap.


And so a friend of mine from Long Island, a high school friend who was working at a psychiatric fellowship or institution, happened to be working there and came with me. We were going to take the train to the hovercraft, which doesn’t even exist anymore, I think. So this was the mid-to-late 1970s, and even though I’m on my first trip to Paris and with my best friend in the world, I’m miserable because of the boyfriend. I was afraid that he was going to forget me during this four-day trip.


At the train station, I went to a book stall. I had just finished all my academic work, so to pick up a novel to read for pleasure and escape was a treat. I chose one called Remember Me. I’d never heard of the author, but it was one of those mass-market paperbacks with dyed edges, which tended then to signal a juicy, easy read. “Perfect,” I thought.


First of all, it turned out to be a ghost story, and it was amazing, the story of a teenage girl’s relationship with her dead mother. But it was also hilarious. I had never read anything like it in terms of the use of language, the syntax, the blend of vernacular and sophisticated language, along with vivid characters and an astonishing pace. And I had already done a lot of reading! I was a ferocious reader, and I’d read a lot of funny women writers—Jean Kerr, Shirley Jackson. But I’d never read anything this funny, literary, and sophisticated all at once.


Here I am, on the train in France, and I never looked up, not once. My friend was elbowing me, saying, “Look! French cows!” and I was saying, “Wait, let me read this to you!”


I immediately wanted to read everything that the author, Fay Weldon, had ever written. I did, and I loved her books, her writing, her voice, and her themes so much that I chose to write my dissertation about Weldon. I sent her a letter through the BBC because she’d just done a story for them, never thinking I would get a response.


My note was simple, on one of those aerogram foldable thingamajigs. “Dear Ms. Weldon, I just want to let you know that in part my PhD dissertation will be on your works. This is not to say I’m going to dig up your garden looking for old manuscripts, but I just wanted to make you aware of it. Thank you very much, Gina Barreca.”


Two and a half weeks later I get an envelope containing a letter that says, and I quote: “Dear Gina Barreca, By all means dig up the garden. You can keep the manuscripts. You can have the manuscripts. We shall plant bulbs. Yours, Fay Weldon.”


I fell in love. It was my first girl crush, and I swooned. By then, I was a graduate teaching assistant, and I brought Fay over for her first US reading. Her publisher and agent hadn’t thought she had a real readership here, but I filled the house. It was an audience of something like four hundred people. They’d been waiting. Her publisher and agent saw this, and sort of changed their minds toward her American situation. Her next book, The Hearts and Lives of Men, got the front page of the New York Times Book Review, a write-up by John Updike. She sent me a telegram saying, “All your doing.”


She changed my life; I may or may not have changed hers. But she gave me away at my second wedding. And she taught me that as a writer, you can respond to everyone. Sometimes there’s nothing you can do to help someone, but if there isn’t, you can at least give them advice or encouragement. Fay Weldon answered my letter, and it changed everything for me.


•  •  •


Gina Barreca teaches feminist theory at the University of Connecticut and writes a weekly column nationally syndicated by Tribune News Service, and her next book is If You Lean In, Will Men Just Look Down Your Blouse? Questions and Thoughts for Loud, Smart Women in Turbulent Times.





LOUIS BAYARD



on David Copperfield



by Charles Dickens


“A common man on the page”


When I was about twelve, I had a copy of David Copperfield by Charles Dickens, bound in red morocco leather, with one of those ribbons—what are they called?—that holds your place. I cherished the ribbon as much as I did the book, would wrap it around my finger while I read, place it reverently between the pages when I was finished. It wasn’t the same as a regular bookmark. It seemed integral to the book itself, and it fascinated me. It was this elegant way of marking the beginning and end of reading; there was something almost liturgical about it.


The edges of the paper were saffron, I remember. It must have been a gift, and I’ve since lost track of who gave it to me and where it is, but it was completely mine (although I did have a way of appropriating books that were not mine). I read the novel two or three times over the course of my adolescence. I don’t often reread books now, but David Copperfield is one that I’m sure I’ll pick up again—and now that we’ve talked, maybe sooner rather than later.


When I think about the first line, when Dickens talks about being the hero of your own life—that’s something I’m still striving for. That, to me, is about as inspiring a concept as you can have. Back then, I think I had very traditional notions of heroism and bravery, and courage—very masculine. Now it’s about becoming the owner of your own life, not letting other people live it for you.


While this didn’t point me toward, say, the military, it did make me want to be a writer. I read the book in a kind of trance, just wanting more and more with each page. At a certain point, I felt as if there were no beginning and no end. When I did finish, it seemed to me that Dickens was the most powerful person I could imagine. The power to make a person—the reader—a kind of slave, I was just in awe of that. Among other things, Dickens is such a wonderful entertainer. There’s always something, a detail that delights you or keeps you engaged. I was so captivated by his career that I had this whole parallel career worked out in which I wrote my first book at the same age that he had written his first book. Well, that didn’t work out, but when I wrote Mr. Timothy, it was homage with true passion and fealty behind it.


I’ve always wanted to move and entertain people in the way that Dickens did. He’s still the greatest influence on my own work. I love his values, his political values, his passionate fights against injustice, but I also love his attention to entertaining the reader. The serial form was something he believed in, that you had to meet the reader halfway. He wasn’t interested in a mandarin aesthetic of art. He was very much a common man on the page. There was something really important in the way I fell for every trick he put in front of me. Even if I could see that it was a trick, could see that a character was placed there to make me feel pity or scorn, I loved it. I loved every bit of it. He understood the human love for cliffhangers, and I think he anticipated something very popular today, these TV series like The Sopranos and Breaking Bad that we follow even when they lead us into very strange places.


Something that was quite important for me when I was younger, before I was given this beautiful edition of David Copperfield, was the Classics Illustrated comic book series. You could read them again and again and again, but they didn’t spoil you for the full version of a book. It was a wonderful preparation for reading. I recently found one based on The Invisible Man, and I was fascinated to see how faithful it was to the original novel. I should get on eBay and see if I can find the David Copperfield edition. It sounds silly, in retrospect, but I believe that there are many ways to become hooked on stories, and if a cartoon can lead you to Dickens? Nothing wrong with that.


•  •  •


Louis Bayard writes historical thrillers, including Roosevelt’s Beast, The School of Night, The Black Tower, The Pale Blue Eye, and Mr. Timothy. A New York Times Notable Author, he has been nominated for both the Edgar and Dagger awards and named one of People magazine’s top authors of the year.





MAYIM BIALIK



on Hopscotch



by Julio Cortázar


“A form of communication”


I come from a family of readers. My parents are both English teachers. I inherited my father’s library, an amazing legacy, and I am currently designing a library/bedroom around those fifty boxes of books.


It’s an amazing legacy, but a sad one, too: my father died four months ago, from cancer.


In the last month of his life, when he was in hospice, I started reading to him. We didn’t get very far, but it was an amazing experience, very, very emotionally dense and very beautiful. My mother would drift in and out as I read to my dad, and it became something that gave shape to very difficult days.


The book I read to my father was Hopscotch by Julio Cortázar. The novel was a huge influence on my dad. He even wrote a letter to Cortázar in 1965—and got a response. That letter is still inside my father’s 1966 copy of the book that he took from the library.


Reading to my dad was a way to give him a sense of calm. Words and music were so important to him, so I tried to give that to him. At first we would sing together, but it became harder and harder for him to participate. I knew reading out loud would be soothing. He would request it, and sometimes I knew it was too heavy, but it really served as kind of a placeholder—and even when he couldn’t actively communicate, it was a form of communication, because I was reading to him what he had passed to me.


After he died, my mother dropped Hopscotch in our local library’s book drop, not realizing it was my dad’s purloined copy. I went and asked for its return, and I’m glad I did. Besides the author’s letter, in the pocket where the library card goes my father had a stack of about a dozen index cards, the kind he made notes on constantly. One of the cards just has the word “enmeshed.” He’s been gone for four months and it feels like both an eternity and an instant.


My dad was the firstborn American in his family, and he rebelled against his traditional immigrant background by loving really, really esoteric stuff, like Cortázar. He was his family’s liberal, their broad thinker, and for my parents’ generation the possibility of this new world led naturally to becoming a teacher if you weren’t going to be a doctor or a lawyer. My father loved words, this language that his parents didn’t even really speak very well. He was really an artist, a bohemian poet, but although he never thought of himself as someone following a poet’s career, he maintained his awe of literature, and reading for reading’s sake, his entire life.


Even when I was a teen and spending most of my time reading scripts, that was no excuse to fall behind in my reading. My father would make reading lists for me, lists that I would become determined to conquer, and that became a huge part of our life together, something that linked us; books told the story of our family, in a way.
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