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Praise for The Book That Changed My Life:

“[The Book That Changed My Life] takes a refreshingly populist approach in this collection of 71 lively favorite-book essays. . . . A welcoming and inspiring book about books that will engage teens curious about books and writers, or in need of an unthreatening invitation to experience the pleasures of books.”—Booklist

 

“What I love about The Book That Changed My Life is the way it captures a passion that has been muted by earthly concerns about money and competition and sell-through; like a lot of us, these authors clearly love books and its biz.”—Sara Nelson, Publishers Weekly

 

“[A] wonderful cross section of contributors and a wildly diverse group of books. From the Bible (Senator Joseph Lieberman) to To Kill a Mockingbird (author Wally Lamb), the contents of this book will encourage quick perusal, a checking of titles, or the generation of a must-read list.”—STARRED Library Journal

 

“Bet you can’t read just one.” —The Hartford Courant

 

“The 71 authors offer . . . happy hoorays and heartfelt blessings. . . .”

—The Boston Globe

 

“After years of hosting authors and writers of every caliber, level of fame, and expertise, Roxanne Coady has finally joined their ranks.”

—New Haven Register

 

“Editor Joy Johannessen and bookseller Roxanne Coady have gathered together a star-studded roster of authors . . . [whose] passion for their books is downright contagious, making you want to rush to the shelves to pay homage to your own personal bests.”

—Cookie Magazine

 

“[A] stunning collection of original essays.” —Pages

 “A Connecticut bookseller and a New York publishing vet corral an
impressive assemblage of noted writers to contribute brief essays on
the one book they will forever remember. Many of the pairings of
writer and book are delightfully unexpected (Nelson DeMille on
Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged!). Of course, many classics appear among
the favorites, but this anthology also contains many remarkable
books that merit rediscovery, such as Sebastian Junger on Dee
Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee.” —Seattle Post-Intelligencer
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Roxanne J. Coady is the founder of R.J. Julia Booksellers in Madison, Connecticut. R.J. Julia hosts over two hundred author events each year, and won the Publishers Weekly Bookseller of the Year Award in 1995. In 1996, Coady and a small group of women founded the Read to Grow Foundation, which provides books and literacy information to tens of thousands of newborns and their families each year. Roxanne is a regular guest on Public Radio and has appeared on Good Morning America and The Today Show. She lives in Connecticut with her husband and son.

 

Joy Johannessen has been an editor/executive editor at Grove Press, Oxford University Press, HarperCollins, and Delphinium Books. Among the writers she has worked with are Dorothy Allison, Harold Bloom, Michael Cunningham, Nien Cheng, Ursula Le Guin, and Arthur Miller. She lives in upstate New York.
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In memory of my father and in honor of my mother  
—R. J. C.

 

 

For the friends who saved me  
—J. J.




INTRODUCTION

ROXANNE J. COADY

It’s funny that reading and valuing words is now what anchors my life. When my mother first read to me, neither she nor I, her two-year-old listener, understood the words. She was a recent immigrant from Hungary and hadn’t learned English yet, but she “read” to me almost every day. She just sounded out the words phonetically, and mostly that worked, except we thought  know was ka-now and high was hig-ha. Actually, it isn’t surprising that I grew up to value words—my mother snuggling up with me, reading in her beautiful voice, both of us enjoying the illustrations, trying to figure out the story, making up the story. It really was all about words, and my earliest pleasure was about those books, even just holding them—or catching them.

My brother Gary was born in 1955 at Jewish Memorial Hospital on 197th Street in New York City. In those days, children were not allowed on the maternity floor, so my dad brought me and my sister Barbara around to the side of the hospital to “visit” our mother, and there she was, four floors up, smiling down at us. As was her nature, she had gifts for us. From the window that day she dropped two Golden Books, one for me and one for Barbara. I think it was at that moment, with books falling from the sky, that the notion solidified in my six-year-old mind that books were from heaven.

As I grew older, I read incessantly, to the point of exasperating even my mother when I was lost in a book and therefore ignoring any tasks she had in mind for me. Through high school and college and beyond, I found myself always excited to talk with friends about the books I was reading, always eager to hear about what they were reading, and inevitably lending my books out all the time. Reading was my passion. Although I ended up majoring in finance and accounting and tax law, I was a bookseller at heart, and after a twenty-year detour as a tax accountant, I came back to books. I left New York and my job as national tax director for BDO Seidman, moved to Madison, Connecticut, and opened R.J. Julia Booksellers. My dream was that the store would be a place where words mattered, where people would gather, where writer could meet reader, and where our staff would work hard to put the right book in the right hand.

Dreams can come true. R.J. Julia has now been welcoming readers and writers for sixteen years. Every day in the store we see how books change lives, in big ways and small, from the simple desire to spend a few quiet hours in a comfy chair, swept away by a story, to the profound realization that the reader is not alone in the world, that there is someone else like him or her, someone who has faced the same fears, the same confusions, the same grief, the same joys. Reading is a way to live more lives, to experience more worlds, to meet people we care about and want to know more about, to understand others and develop a compassion for what they confront and endure. It is a way to learn how to knit or build a house or solve an equation, a way to be moved to laughter and wonder and to learn how to live.

Watching R.J.’s customers, I’ve seen beyond doubt what books can do for them. I’ve begun to feel that in all our fascination with technology we’ve forgotten that a simple book can make a difference. We are still the same people we’ve always been, and the fact that we live in a high-tech world has not changed our emotions and needs. Time after time, when authors come to the store to read, I hear members of the audience  tell them how their books evoke those emotions and speak to those needs. One summer night in 1994, with the temperature in the nineties and the store’s air conditioning broken, Pete Hamill read to a packed room from A Drinking Life and stayed on for hours as one person after another came up to shake his hand or touch his arm and say that his book made them feel understood at last, as if he had told their story. When we hosted Alice Sebold for The Lovely Bones, a cop stood up to thank her for her first book, Lucky, her memoir of being raped. His wife had been raped, he said, and Alice had given her a voice at a time when she couldn’t find her own. These are just two stories among hundreds. Everything I have observed in the store over the years has confirmed the love of books my mother awakened in me as she read to me in her halting phonetic English.

But not every child is so fortunate. In 1996 a local health clinic asked us to help replenish the “gently used” books they gave out to children who came to the clinic. With the support of our readers, our staff, and our community, we filled two school buses with twelve thousand books. In expressing the clinic’s appreciation, pediatrician Laurel Shader told us what it was like to see an eight-year-old boy’s expression upon receiving the first book he ever owned. For a minute I thought I hadn’t understood her. Connecticut has the highest per capita income in the country, and I was staggered by the realization that there were children—turns out there are thousands of children—who have never owned a book. This had to change. In 1997 a small group of us got together and formed a nonprofit organization called Read to Grow, which started with the simple idea that every baby born in our local hospital, Yale-New Haven, would receive a new book.

Read to Grow has since evolved into a vibrant organization that promotes literacy and the joy of reading through direct contact with families. Read to Grow now has two major components: Books for Babies, which has distributed seventeen thousand new books to newborns in seven urban hospitals in the last year, along with a packet for parents on why and how to read to their infants; and Books for Kids, which provides ongoing support for family literacy by collecting and distributing gently used books (currently some seventy thousand a year) to day care centers, schools, clinics, and homes.

Last year, when I was thinking about how to celebrate R.J. Julia’s fifteenth birthday, it occurred to me that these two aspects of my experience as a bookseller—the difference I’ve seen books make in lives, and the need for books in all of our communities—could come together. We would ask authors who had appeared at the store to write about a book that changed their lives, not only to enjoy their stories, but as a reminder and a provocation that books do in fact change lives. I do think we need to be reminded that books are not some quaint, obsolete product, and who better than a group of wonderful writers to convey that message, to delight readers and inspire them to return to old favorites or seek out new treasures. Equally important, we would use such a book to bring more books to more children by donating the profits to Read to Grow.

In some Connecticut cities, and in many cities and towns across our country, the rate of functional illiteracy exceeds 70 percent. There is an undeniable correlation between functional illiteracy, poverty, and crime—in fact, eleven states predict their future need for prison cells based on the reading levels of their fourth graders. Books can change lives, yes, and so can the lack of them. It happens that the royalty on The Book That Changed My Life, for each copy sold, is just about equal to what Read to Grow pays for the new books it distributes, so your purchase of this book buys a book for a child.

As my mother knew so well, and as the seventy-one essays collected here testify so powerfully, putting the right book in  the right hand can mean the world. I know this from my own experience, and I know it because I’ve seen the faces of children who have discovered the magic of reading, I’ve seen the faces of teenagers who have found comfort in a character or a story, I’ve seen the faces of adults who have learned to understand others in a different and enlightened way. Yet when I sat down recently with the final manuscript of The Book That Changed My Life and read it in one sitting, even I, who so firmly believe in the notion that books can change lives, was surprised and moved by the profound impact of books on the contributors. In The Art of Possibility, Rosamund Stone Zander and Benjamin Zander write that art “is about rearranging us, creating surprising juxtapositions, emotional openings, startling presences, flight paths to the eternal,” and that’s exactly what the contributors describe in their essays, each in a different and unique way. Apart from the sheer beauty of the essays, they are a dramatic reminder that everywhere, every day, someone is changed, perhaps even saved, by words and stories.




DOROTHY ALLISON

The Bluest Eye

Toni Morrison

 

I remember first the power of the language: “Here is the house. . . . Dick and Jane . . . the fall of 1941 . . . Nuns go by as quiet as lust. . . . Love, thick and dark as Alaga syrup,” and yes, that child left “among the garbage and the sunflowers.” And then I remember the girls: eleven-year-old Pecola Breedlove, of course, and the storyteller, Claudia, and her sister, Frieda, both younger than Pecola, nine and ten.

I remember the blue-and-white Shirley Temple cup from which Pecola drinks so much milk, as if it might turn her into Shirley herself—“old squint-eyed Shirley,” as Claudia calls her. I loved that Claudia spoke that way, cursing that paragon of smug prettiness, contemptible and daunting at the same time. I read that line and laughed out loud. “Old squint-eyed Shirley.” Is it possible to absorb a book so completely that you miss the fact that it is not about you and yours but about people so unlike you that you ignore all the ways they are different?

When Claudia looked with hate at little white girls, I took no offense. I thought instead about the way I had looked at those distant and horrible images of pretty, well-dressed, respectable little white girls held out as models for me and my sisters. It had been made perfectly clear to us that we would never be their equals—not us, with our ragged clothes, bad teeth, and shiftless ways. My sisters and I were not delicate loved creatures but workhorses, animal-strong and rough, and ready for roughness. But no child  wants to be treated so badly. I wanted love as much as Claudia or Frieda or Pecola, and I identified with Claudia’s angry resentments and her sharp judgment of those who damned her so easily. I knew, of course, I knew absolutely that Claudia was black and that The Bluest Eye was most of all about the hatred and contempt directed at little black girls, but in my white heart what rocked and shifted was my sense of the great contempt directed also at me and mine. I knew that the hatred thrown at Claudia was kin to the contempt thrown at us. Just as I knew that we had, in our white skin, a measure of privilege denied to Claudia, Frieda, and Pecola. There was this thing, racism, and there was no denying that we benefited from it. I had eyes, I could look around and see. But when I read The Bluest Eye, what I saw too was the common cause of hurt and self-hatred. And something more—something about the nature of love and forgiveness.

Can a book make such a difference? Can it change you utterly?

I know it can.

I read The Bluest Eye as a grown-up woman, but one who still carried within her the child she had been. And I read it like a prayer. I remember speaking the words on the pages out loud, that heartbreaking absolution: “The best hiding place was love.” I remember looking up and thinking, This changes everything. I knew that family. It felt like my own, Claudia’s family, her mother’s rough and demanding and comforting hands. But also Pecola’s family, her father’s brutal use and oblivious ruthlessness. I had been used like that, had learned to hate myself for it, had put my lips to the cup of bitterness and rinsed my mouth with the liquor stink of self-hatred and shame.

It was not the subject matter, the language, the courage, or the simple beauty of the narrative. It was not that it was about poverty, incest, rape, violence, and hatred—and I had read nothing up to that moment that remade those horrors in the particular way Toni Morrison remade them on the page. It was  not the bravery of taking up those subjects and naming them fit for narrative. Well, it was all that, of course, but it was more. It was the storyteller, Claudia, who looked at the world with unflinching honesty, the beauty and the ugliness alike. I understood her, the way she raked at her own soul, holding herself responsible for sins she should never have thought hers. Smart and stubborn and full of human hurt, Claudia is the narrator who retells everything that happened. She holds herself and her sister and her whole community responsible for the destruction of the soul of Pecola Breedlove, but in telling the story shows so clearly how wide and high that responsibility rises.

The Bluest Eye made it plain. The world could be different if truth was told in such gorgeous and stark ways.

I want to do that, I thought. Not, I can do that. I could not imagine a world in which I could put voice to all the things I thought and remembered and imagined about being poor and hated and used and denied. But oh lord, if I could, if I could make a story that would touch someone else’s heart the way this one touched mine. If I could repay a tenth of what I owed this storyteller, this brave and wonderful woman on the page, I would give anything.

I would give anything—and will. This is a debt that passes to the reader—to take up the story and remake the world. It changed me utterly. It changes me still. It remade my life.

 

 

DOROTHY ALLISON is the author of two novels, Bastard Out of Carolina, a finalist for the 1992 National Book Award, and Cavedweller, a New York Times Notable Book of 1998. Her other works include The Women Who Hate Me: Poetry 1980-1990; Trash, a collection of short stories; Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, a memoir; and Skin: Talking About Sex, Class and Literature.




KATE ATKINSON

Pricksongs & Descants

ROBERT COOVER

 

I read my way through a solitary childhood. Books were the bedrock of my emotional and intellectual life, books that proscribed no limit to the imagination, books that were full of resourceful girls, princesses and goatherds and Victorian maidens, not to mention the sand fairies, the talking animals, the scheming stepfamilies, and the handsome men who had been transformed into beasts, both real and metaphorical. Fairy tales, in particular, fed my imagination when it was most hungry—so much peril, so many possibilities!

And then I put away childish things and “books” became “literature,” something I studied rather than simply read. And it was magnificent, it was transcendental. It was the light at the end of Daisy’s dock, it was the wind howling on the moors above Haworth, it was the whale, for God’s sake. It nourished and challenged and smote, but it wasn’t really what you would call fun (except perhaps for Tristram Shandy—and Nabokov). Then someone gave me a copy of Robert Coover’s Pricksongs & Descants, and literature became a book again, a book with no boundaries.

“We need all the imagination we have, and we need it exercised and in good condition,” Robert Scholes has written, and Coover exercised it in every possible way in this collection of stories—myths and allegories, multiplicities of viewpoints, parables, fairy stories, protean characters, protean narratives, parodies,  ever-shifting texts of paranoia and terror and sex and death. There are characters who are aware that something has gone horribly awry with the story they find themselves in, narrators who are puzzled by their own narration. (“Wait a minute, this is getting out of hand!”) There are stories that wrap around on themselves like a coiled snake or never get beyond the beginning. A box of ludic tricks and delights, a world where “anything can happen,” as one omnipotent Prospero-like narrator declares. Oh, and a wonderful and mysterious obsession with doors. Doors of perception, doors of invention. Over the threshold and into the world of the imagination. For the first time I was reading the kind of book that I would have liked to write myself. (If only.) The fun was back and this time it was serious.

Coover led me to the writers who had been there all the time—Borges, Barth, Vonnegut, and onward to the wonderful world of Barthelme. (In the first edition of my own collection of stories, Not the End of the World, there is a misprint in the dedication of the last story. What should have read, “For Donald Barthelme, gone but living on in the words,” actually reads, “For Donald Barthelme, living on in the woods.” I like to think he would have appreciated the absurdity of that.)

Coover is particularly good at dazzling reworkings of the fairy tale, which is “the first tutor of children,” Walter Benjamin writes, and “secretly lives on” in every story. In “The Door,” Red Riding Hood approaches her fate, but really she could be every reader.

Even as the sun suddenly snapped its bonds and jerked westward, propelling her over the threshold, she realized that though this was a comedy from which, once entered, you never returned, it nevertheless possessed its own astonishments and conjurings, its towers and closets, and even more pathways, more gardens, and more doors.



Barthelme and Coover were at the heart of my doctoral thesis on the “New Fiction” of the sixties and seventies in America, a thesis that was refused at the viva for all kinds of reasons now forgotten by everyone but me, but I suspect mostly because no one in my English department had heard of writers like Coover, Barthelme, Gass, Katz, Sukenick. They didn’t conform, they weren’t listening to the wind howling on the moors, they  were the wind.

What I discovered, curiously, was that I had found my own sense of creativity in writing about other people’s books, and when I was forcibly stopped, I was bereft for a while. I felt as though I had lost those writers and their writing, but that is impossible, of course, we carry all the writing inside us from the very first word. And then one day I woke up and wrote my first story. It wasn’t much (as I recall, it began, “It is raining . . .”) but it was a start. It opened a door.

 

 

KATE ATKINSON is the author of the novels Case Histories,  Emotionally Weird, Human Croquet, and Behind the Scenes at the Museum, which was named Whitbread Book of the Year in 1995. She has also written a play, Abandonment, and a collection of short stories, Not the End of the World. She lives in Edinburgh.
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