
May 2020 Bass Lake Book Club Follow-Up

Our first ever ZOOM meeting… albeit a hybrid one with some of us together in person at 
the lake. 

Overall it worked pretty well… hopefully more of us will be able to be together in person 
for our next book club… 

Here are what summary notes I have… with some random observations from me 
appended at the end. 

*********************** 

Enid 
Rebent Sinner by Ivan Coyote 

I love Ivan Coyote’s writing and especially the fact of their having been so front and 
centre in bringing LGBTQ+ issues out into the light and engaging in - pushing for - a 
national conversation on the same for the last 20+ years.  But Ivan’s books are 
nothing like a traditional narrative… and not necessarily for everyone. 

This is an absolutely necessary read in the same way that Alicia Elliot’s Mind Spread 
Out on the Ground was the book to read last year.  As Ivan talks about wanting to tell 
a young person to armour themselves with enough self-love to render hate from the 
outside world meaningless, or of the need to make the world softer (as opposed to 
making kids harder), or bemoaning the loss of gathering spaces (of old), or the irony 
of the Hong Kong Arts Centre being housed in a former prison, or their need to write 
themself down (in order to find themself), or that we all have to listen better… well, it 
really gives one pause. 

The above is all to be found in the first half of the book - the little vignettes which so 
characterise Ivan’s writing.  Then we get to the last half - where the individual writing 
fragments get longer and more involved.  This book truly shines - and finds itself as it 
juxtaposes the uniquely personal with the simultaneous universal exploration of 
essential truths, and our fundamental humanity. 

Julie 
The Starless Sea by Erin Morgenstern 

A fantasy...a timeless love story set on earth and in a secret underground world, a 
labyrinthine collection of tunnels and rooms filled with stories, and a starless sea.  

https://arsenalpulp.com/Books/R/Rebent-Sinner
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/535366/the-starless-sea-by-erin-morgenstern/9780385686228
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Entranceways are often hidden, sometimes in plain sight but those who seek to find 
them do...their doors have been waiting for them  
 An intoxicating world soaked in romance and mystery and a battle raging over the 
fate of the place.  

On Earth We Are Briefly Gorgeous by Ocean Vuong 

Ocean Vuong is a celebrated Vietnamese American Poet..this is his first novel.  
Written in the form of a letter from a Vietnamese American gay son to his illiterate 
mother. A coming of age story about surviving the aftermath of trauma.  
His writing is seen as the processing and articulation of difficult memories...an 
attempt to “break free” by writing.   
Gorgeous.  

Cathy 
John le Carre: The Biography by Adam Sisman 

Overly lengthy and scholarly treatment but to be expected as he also did a bio of the 
historian A.J.P. Taylor.  Le Carre (David Cornwell) had a very disruptive childhood 
and a father who was a criminal and that part was the most engaging for me. 

  
Poles Apart by Terry Fallis 

For humour and diversion my go-to is Terry Fallis.  I read Poles Apart recently about 
a man who has been a feminist all his life and how his life changes when a strip club 
opens up in the building where he lives. 

  
Falling Backwards by Jann Arden 
Feeding My Mother by Jann Arden 
If I Knew Then by Jann Arden (Oct 2020) 

I have read Jann Arden’s first memoir and was disappointed.  We knew everything 
about who sat in front of her in grade three , but a rape as a teenager and her first 
Nashville recording contract was dealt with very hurriedly as if she wanted to get the 
book finished.  For someone who writes such poetic songs, I was surprised that did 
not come through in her memoir. There were better reviews for the one Michelle 
mentioned. 

  
I am looking forward to reading The Dutch House by Ann Patchett. 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/600633/on-earth-were-briefly-gorgeous-by-ocean-vuong/
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062106285/john-le-carre/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/234536/poles-apart-by-terry-fallis/9780771036194
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/234536/poles-apart-by-terry-fallis/9780771036194
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/205740/falling-backwards-by-jann-arden/9780307399854
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/562454/feeding-my-mother-by-jann-arden/9780735273931
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/625040/if-i-knew-then-by-jann-arden/9780735279971
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062963673/the-dutch-house/
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Catherine 
Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer 

An artful weaving of the beauty of nature, the richness of indigenous culture and the 
lens of science. An amazing memoir that reads like a novel but is full of hopeful aha 
moments. Read it slowly to fully savour every morsel. 

Joanna 
The Lions of Al-Rassan by Guy Gavriel Kay 

Like many of Kay's book, Lions takes place in a reimagined version of our own 
history. Though Kay is often classified as a "fantasy" writer, his books rarely feature 
fantastical elements and they are never the linchpins of his narrative. Kay's technique 
of mirroring, but not replicating historical events allows for consideration of what 
might have been if only. 

The land of Al-Rassan is populated by three cultural groups, the Asharites, Jaddites 
and Kindath, who mirror the Muslims, CHristians and Jews of Medieval Spain just 
before the fall of Muslim rule and the reconquest by the Christians. It follows three 
great minds from each of the culture groups, who in many ways represent the best 
their group has to offer the others. They find themselves in the same place for a time 
and the reader gets a glimpse at what could be achieved when the people from the 
different groups work together.  Like many tragedies, the reader knows how the story 
will end in broad strokes, but Kay's storytelling allows for numerous surprises and 
suspense throughout. The joy of what our three mains created still made me hope for 
a different outcome.  

Lions is also a very study of leaders and leadership, which is interesting to reflect on 
in these times. As I said to the group, I found myself sympathizing with people and 
their choices which I would otherwise find intolerable. Many of the characters are in 
positions of power and influence. Some make decisions out of principle, others for 
pragmatic reasons. Some decisions seem forced by circumstances, others 
irresponsibly taken, yet for good reasons. Some fail, others achieve their goals with 
unforseen consequences.  

Overall, probably a sadder story than some are looking for at this time, but I highly 
recommend it. 

https://milkweed.org/book/braiding-sweetgrass
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780060733490/the-lions-of-al-rassan/
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Evie 
Commonwealth by Ann Patchett 

An easy and entertaining read even if it is sad and disturbing at times. It is a 
somewhat autobiographical book as it contains certain elements of her childhood.  It 
explores what happens to two families and in particular, to the children when there is 
a divorce and a long distance move.  The book deals with love, separation, parenting 
or lack thereof, sibling relations, and in the end, whose story is it anyway.  

Sofie and Cecilia by Katherine Ashenburg  

This is about the friendship between two women in Sweden at the turn of the century. 
Both women have husbands who are famous painters.  Sofie herself is an 
accomplished painter  but must suppress this side of herself to please her 
husband.Cecilia and Sofie’s friendship is punctuated by discussions around classic 
literature. They use book characters (e.g. Dorothea from Middlemarch, Becky Sharp 
from Vanity Fair, Jane Eyre and Mr Rochester from Jane Eyre, the characters in 
Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse, and so on) to talk about the 
complex feelings they have but can’t quite express directly about their own lives. 
Through their discussions about books, we see all the little things that add up to their 
dissatisfaction about their lives and marriages, and about the limitations around 
women’s roles in society during their time 

Peter 
The Casual Vacancy by J. K. Rowling 

The Casual Vacancy is set in Pagford, and idyllic town in southwestern England, close 
to the city of Yarvil.  The book opens with Barry Fairbrother, a 49-year-old member of 
the parish council dying suddenly.  This creates the “casual vacancy” on the council.  
The main political issue is “the Fields”, a public housing development built about fifty 
years earlier.  It was built by Yarvil but it’s on property in the Pagford parish and is 
now falling into decay.  The conservative people in town see it as a decrepit area of 
drugs and crime and want to hand it back to Yarvil.  They also want to end the lease 
on a detox clinic used by people from the Fields.  Barry himself had come out of the 
Fields, and was a strong supporter of the Fields.  He worked with the young people 
from there and coached and trained a girls rowing team at the high school.  It 
consisted of girls both from the Fields and the rest of the town. 

https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062491794/commonwealth/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/550386/sofie-and-cecilia-by-katherine-ashenburg/9780735274679
https://www.littlebrown.com/titles/j-k-rowling/the-casual-vacancy/9780316228534/
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In light of Barry’s death the story focuses on about six families – each has an adult 
member on the council or vying to get the vacant seat – and their teenage children.  
They seem on the whole to mostly be a petty, nasty lot, and to treat their kids badly.  
One of the kids figures out how to hack the town’s poorly protected website to expose 
his father’s iniquities and later two others do the same – each individually without 
any planning between them.  Little by little just about everything goes wrong for all 
concerned. 

You might wonder why I kept reading this book, but Rowling is as you know a good 
storyteller and weaves a plot that keeps you interested to see how things turn out in 
the end.  Unfortunately she must have got tired of writing before the end of the story, 
because after she has pulled the wheels off just about everybody’s life the book simply 
ends without anything being resolved. There is one exception to all this grimness in 
that one of the teenagers who was dyslexic and seen as a “loser” by her own high 
performance parents undertakes a heroic act, becomes accepted by her family and 
stops the self harm, which she had been practising to increase one pain so as to 
relieve another. 

Wendy 
American Dirt by Jeanine Cummins  
 
Lydia Quixano Pérez owns a bookstore in Acapulco. She befriends a customer who 
purchases a couple of her favourite books. Javier is erudite, charming, and, 
unbeknownst to Lydia, he is the head of Los Jardineiros, the drug cartel that has 
gruesomely taken over the city.  

Lydia’s husband is a journalist who is researching and writing exposés of the drug 
cartels. When he publishes a profile of Javier, the cartel murders all of Lydia’s family 
at a family party. Lydia and her eight year old son Luca escape by chance. They go 
into hiding and flee for the US to get out of the reach of Los Jardineiros.  

The book follows their journey riding freight trains (La Bestia) by day and seeking 
shelter at night. Along the way they encounter many other migrants from Mexico and 
Central America. They befriend a couple of sisters from Honduras, Rebeca and 
Soledad, who are also fleeing gang violence. The sisters provide guidance to Lydia and 
Luca about how to board the trains and how to stay relatively safe, and Rebeca 
enchants Luca with stories of her home in the mountains. However, the journey is 
fraught with dangers, from heat, thirst and hunger, to corrupt officials, discovery by 
Los Jardineiros, sexual assault, and robbery. Some of the people they encounter are 
threatening and others are friendly and go out of their way to help.  

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250209764
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They finally arrive in Nogales and hire a coyote to ferry them across the river and the 
Sonoran Desert into the relative safety of the US. That journey too is perilous and 
they face danger from rattlesnakes, dehydration, injury, severe weather, flooding, 
border patrol, and zealous vigilantes. 

Themes:  

• literature, love of reading, ability of stories to transport you  

• Migrants and refugees: reasons for migration, violence, violence against women, 
dangers, abuse, discrimination  

• Grief 

• Humanity and depravity 

The book is controversial in that reviewers have questioned Cummins’ use of a 
Mexican voice to tell the story. Though easy to read, at times the writing is not great. 
Regardless, I would still recommend the book because it is well researched and 
portrays a compelling picture of how desperate people must be to undertake such a 
dangerous, arduous journey and of the many, many challenges refugees and migrants 
face in trying to get into the US. And, as Cummins says in the book, “for every 
wickedness, there is an equal and opposite possibility of redemption.” It is ultimately 
a story of hope. 

Quotes from the book 

• “También de este lado hay sueños. - On this side too, there are dreams.”  

• “If it's only a better life you seek, seek it elsewhere...This path is only for people 
who have no choice, no other option, only violence and misery behind you. And 
your journey will grow even more treacherous from here. Everything is working 
against you.”  

• “These people would leave their homes, their cultures, their families, even their 
languages, and venture into tremendous peril, risking their very lives, all for the 
chance to get to the dream of some faraway country that doesn’t even want 
them.”  

• “Bookstores, invariably, are a refuge…the upright spines of the books are 
bedrock. Steady…The book is water in the desert.” 

• “Luca feels unmoored from the boundaries of time that have always existed.” 

• “Lydia has a growing sense that her very humanity is under siege,” 
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• “The sky is scrubbed fresh and stark blue by the gone rain, but every trace of that 
water has evaporated from the earth around them. It feels like a dream, all that 
rainfall. 'This is a cycle,' she thinks. Every day a fresh horror, and when it's over, 
this feeling of surreal detachment. A disbelief, almost, in what they just endured. 
The mind is magical. Human beings are magical.” 

[Author's Note:] “It took me four years to research and write this novel, so I 
began long before talk about migrant caravans and building a wall entered the 
national zeitgeist. But even then I was frustrated by the tenor of the public discourse 
surrounding immigration in this country. The conversation always seemed to turn 
around policy issues, to the absolute exclusion of moral or humanitarian concerns. I 
was appalled at the way Latino migrants, even five years ago - and it has gotten 
exponentially worse since then - were characterized within that public discourse. At 
worst, we perceive them as an invading mob of resource-draining criminals, and at 
best, a sort of helpless, impoverished, faceless brown mass, clamoring for help at 
our doorstep. We seldom think of them as our fellow human beings. People with the 
agency to make their own decisions, people who can contribute to their own bright 
futures, and to ours, as so many generations of oft-reviled immigrants have done 
before them.”   Jeanine Cummins, American Dirt 

What the reviewers said: 

Ron Charles, Washington Post 

a month before the book’s publication, Chicano writer Myriam Gurba posted a take-no-
prisoners review on Tropics of Meta. Gurba ripped up the novel’s cliches, stereotypes and 
clumsiness, and then she went after Cummins for distorting her ethnicity, appropriating the 
story of Mexican migrants and exploiting their suffering. Although I mostly agree with 
Gurba’s literary critique, her ad hominem assault feels unfair and cruel… 

I’m of the persuasion that fiction necessarily, even rather beautifully, requires imagining an 
“other” of some kind. As the novelist Hari Kunzru has argued, imagining ourselves into 
other lives and other subjectives is an act of ethical urgency. The caveat is to do this work 
of representation responsibly, and well. The journalist Katherine Boo…often speaks of the 
“earned fact” — the research necessary before making a claim. “Getting it right matters 
way more than whether you can make people care,” she has said. 

Cummins has put in the research, as she describes in her afterword, and the scenes on La 
Bestia are vividly conjured. Still, the book feels conspicuously like the work of an outsider. 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/69749472
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“American Dirt” is enviably easy to read. It is determinedly apolitical. The deep roots of 
these forced migrations are never interrogated. 

Lauren Groff, New York Times Book Review 

Good novels have some titration of key elements: obvious joy in language, some form of 
humor, characters who feel real because they have the strangenesses and stories and 
motivations of actual people, shifting layers of moral complexity and, ultimately, the 
subversion of a reader’s expectations or worldview. The world of “American Dirt” is too 
urgent for humor or for much character development beyond Lydia’s own…the book’s 
purpose is fiercely polemical…Polemical fiction is not made to subvert expectations or to 
question the invisible architecture of the world; polemical fiction is designed to make its 
readers act in a way that corresponds to the writer’s vision. 

The book’s simple language immerses the reader immediately and breathlessly in the terror 
and difficulty of Lydia and Luca’s flight. The uncomplicated moral universe allows us to 
read it as a thriller with real-life stakes. The novel’s polemical architecture gives a single 
very forceful and efficient drive to the narrative. And the greatest animating spirit of the 
novel is the love between Lydia and Luca: It shines its blazing light on all the desperate 
migrants and feels true and lived. 

American Dirt” seems deeply aware of the discrepancies in power between the desperate 
people it describes, and both the writer who created it and the reader intended to receive it; 
the book offers itself as testament to the fact Cummins has worked to decrease this power 
differential. The major objection to cultural appropriation has always been about the abuse 
of power: inadequate research, half-hearted imagination and a lack of respect, the 
privileged assumption of the right to speak on behalf of people who are perfectly capable 
of speaking for themselves. In her afterword, Cummins relates that she did tremendous 
research, traveling extensively, interviewing many people, sitting with her material in utter 
seriousness for four years. Still, writers like Myriam Gurba have brought up concerns with 
the novel, saying that it trucks in stereotypes of Mexico as a place of danger while the 
United States is always envisioned as a place of safety, that these stereotypes could 
inadvertently give fuel to the far right in their contempt for Mexicans. At the same time, 
other Mexican-American and Latina writers are speaking out in support of the book, 
people like Sandra Cisneros, Julia Alvarez and Erika Sánchez. 

Cummins’s stated intention is not to speak for migrants but to speak while standing next to 
them, loudly enough to be heard by people who don’t want to hear. 

Clarissa-Jan Lim, BuzzFeed  
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Part of the criticism against Cummins and American Dirt centered on the publishing 
industry's role in promoting works from a selectively narrow point of view. A 2015 study, 
the most recent one available, showed that white people made up a stunning 79% of the 
overall industry. Book reviewers were 89% white. 

Some have pointed out that people from marginalized communities — including the 
migrants Cummins writes about — are hardly ever afforded the same opportunities to tell 
their own stories in these circles, let alone for a seven-figure contract. 

Songs for the End of World by Saleema Nawaz 

A story about a coronavirus pandemic, set mostly in New York. Although flawed and 
at times stretching credulity for the sake of her story, Nawaz clearly did her research, 
and at times when I put it down I had to remind myself that what I had read was 
happening in the novel and not in real life. The parallels between the story (which 
was written over several years before the outbreak of Covid 19) and our actual 
experience of the pandemic are at times eerily prescient.  

• Review from The Globe and Mail 
• Review from The Toronto Star 

*********************** 

A few random notes I (Enid) made while we were Zooming… 
which I’m not going to try to fit in where they belong vis-a-vis the above… 

• Her (Erin Morgenstern) first novel The Night Circus is really cool… especially in 
soft cover with this gorgeous die cut multi layered cover… 

• If you want to read a fun YA fantasy novel - get Hunted by the Sky by Tanaz 
Bhathena.. it’s coming out in June 2020. 

• Ocean Vuong is the hottest of hot authors at the moment - with good reason.. 

• For a poetic novel try also Quarry by Catherine Graham - it’s lovely.. 

• Another title coming out in August 2020 that everyone here will really like - I think 
- is titles Rabbit Foot Bill by Helen Humphreys…  lots of crossover to the kinds of 
things we usually read and are talk gin about here today.  I have and ARC available.. 
let me know if you’d like to borrow it. 

https://publishingperspectives.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lee-and-Low-infographic.jpg%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/558564/songs-for-the-end-of-the-world-by-saleema-nawaz/9780771072581
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/books/article-this-montreal-author-imagined-the-coronavirus-six-years-ago/
https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/books/2020/04/24/saleema-nawaz-wrote-a-novel-about-a-pandemic-and-then-found-herself-in-the-middle-of-one.html
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/211964/the-night-circus-by-erin-morgenstern/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/610572/hunted-by-the-sky-by-tanaz-bhathena/9780735267022
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/610572/hunted-by-the-sky-by-tanaz-bhathena/9780735267022
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/ocean-vuong
http://catherinegraham.com/quarry/
https://www.harpercollins.ca/9781443451543/rabbit-foot-bill/
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• If you’ve not also read Station Eleven by Emily St. John Mandel then you should 
consider it also… 

• I’ve never read - shamefully?  either Harry Potter or Game of Thrones.  Not that I 
have a lot of time to rad outside what I have to read, perhaps I should????? 

• That sounds like Bush Runner: The Adventures of Pierre-Esprit Radisson.. which 
won the last, 2020, Charles Taylor Prize (goodness knows how, all of the others 
were far better titles, INMO) - fascinating subject matter but needed a good final 
edit and 100 pages chopped out of it - get s bogged down in the minutiae of detail 
among other things… 

• Im in the middle of The Skin We’re In by Desmond Cole right now… it should also 
be required reading for all ‘white folk’… my point being magnified in the interim 
since we met and I made this note given George Floyd and the worldwide #BLM 
protests. 

• Note to self for next time we have to do this - with some of us together on ZOOM 
call in one location and others remote… bring speaker down and put on table in 
between us so we all listen to one sound source 

• For a young person’s perspective on racism…   
• Consider also reading Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You by Jason Reynolds 
• And of course The Hate You Give by Angie Thomas (also the movie…) 

• The Beekeeper of Aleppo by Christy Lefteri... one sad event after another - need a 
break from reading that kind of book right now 

• Olive Kitteridge ‘series’ by Elizabeth Strout… the original, Olive Kitteridge, Pulitzer 
Prize winner, which is also apparently a mini-series… and now Olive Again… 
lovely…new novel following up where she left off in the first one.   
• While I loved Olive, another personal favourite of mine is her novel The Burgess 

Boys 

https://www.harpercollins.ca/9781443434874/station-eleven/
http://biblioasis.com/shop/non-fiction/bush-runner-the-life-and-times-of-pierre-esprit-radisson-trade-paper/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RBC_Taylor_Prize
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/536075/the-skin-were-in-by-desmond-cole/9780385686341
https://www.lbyr.com/titles/jason-reynolds/stamped-racism-antiracism-and-you/9780316453707/
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062498533/the-hate-u-give/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/608250/the-beekeeper-of-aleppo-by-christy-lefteri/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/174895/olive-kitteridge-by-elizabeth-strout/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3012698/
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/309/309668/olive--again/9780241374597.html
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/174896/the-burgess-boys-by-elizabeth-strout/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/174896/the-burgess-boys-by-elizabeth-strout/

