Meath County Council Library Service
Book Club Kit

JEANINE CUMMINS

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF

“A full-throated song
of praise. | loved it.” &%
——Sherman Alexie \

I"F'I.\‘:‘;\\h —

comhairle chontae na mi

meath county council | E s
uncil/council-services/libraries/book-club-



https://www.meath.ie/council/council-services/libraries/book-club-kits

Q
Q Notes To Readers

3\/ Spoiler warnings

This kit was created for book clubs to use in their discussions of American Dirt
and contains spoilers

Content Warning

Please be aware that The Outside Boy
contains content that may trigger including prejudice and multiculturalism
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Interview with the Author

Which book or books are on your nightstand right now?
| was going to fib and say The Dead Republic by Roddy Doyle because that's next on my list. But i
truth, right now I'm reading a very depressing book called Famine Echoes by Cathal Pdirtéir as
research for my next novel. It's a really harrowing collection of first-person folk-memories of the
Irish famine, which makes it horrible pre-sleep reading. So I'm also reading Jennifer Belle's very
funny new novel, The Seven Year Bitch.

O
YooYW

(=

What was your favourite book when you were a child?
| could never choose just one! Top few were probably Tuck Everlasting, Bridge to Terabithia, all o
The Chronicles of Narnia, and Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry.

What book would you most want to read again for the first time?
The Hobbit. It really was astonishing, to read that for the first time.

How did you get started writing?
| wrote my first book when | was about seven years old. It was seventy-five looseleaf pages in a
blue, three-ring binder with stickers on the front, and it was about a little girl who skateboards
across America. | did all kinds of poetry and story contests, too, when | was a teenager, and |
never won anything - | didn't even manage to get published until my college literary magazine.

If you heard someone describing your books (or just the latest book) to a friend out in
public, how would you most like to hear them describe them/it?
| would like them to say, “The Outside Boy is the greatest book in the history of the universe.” But |
guess that might be a bit of a stretch. So | think I'd just like them to say that my narrator Christy is
funny and loveable, that his story is a compelling one. And maybe also that he opened the
reader’'s mind to an unfamiliar culture.

What's the coolest thing that's happened to you since becoming a published author?
Probably the most gratifying thing has been all the mail | received (and still receive) in response to

my memoir, A Rip in Heaven. So many people have written to tell me about their stories, their
personal traumas. I've heard from sexual assault survivors, homicide survivors, people who have

lost children - and in many cases those people found some healing in my book, or a sense of \
kinship with my family. That always makes me feel like, despite the emotional difficulties of writing
and publishing that book, it was a worthwhile endeavor.
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What was the first thing you did when you heard that you were going to be published?
| called or wrote to every member of my family to warn them. Publishing my first book wasn't the
) unreservedly joyous experience for me that it is for many authors - it was really bittersweet. |
mean, | was proud of A Rip in Heaven, both as a love letter to my lost cousins and as a battle cry
for victims' rights. But because that book was about a very personal trauma and my family's
ensuing grief, | knew the publication would be difficult for a lot of people in my life, but | really
wasn't prepared for how hard it was going to be. | never anticipated the publicity that would
\ surround the book, or that it would become a bestseller. So, while | felt pleased that the book
surpassed my hopes in those ways, there was also a lot of emotional fallout surrounding that
success.
How was writing fiction different emotionally from writing A Rip in Heaven about your cousins'
murders?

Oh, writing fiction was so refreshing, after the darkness and terror of that memoir. It was so nice
to be writing about made-up characters, people who | could mold and shape, and who would
make the choices | wanted them to make. Which isn't to say that these characters don't make

some questionable choices, or that | don't grieve for them in their suffering - but it's the kind of

grief that | can leave on the page, and it doesn't infect my life. However, | did find that it wasn't as
easy to strip my own psychology out of the story as | thought it might be.

Tell us three interesting or offbeat but true things about yourself.
1.1am a HUGE Green Bay Packers football fan. My great uncle was one of the founding members
of the team - he worked at the Indian Packing Company in Green Bay, and played football with
Curly Lambeau and crew on Sundays before the NFL even existed. My grandpa used to pass the
hat on the sidelines to raise money for their team uniforms. | have made pilgrimage to Lambeau
Field, and I'm often seen sporting an actual cheesehead on autumn Sundays. | cried when Favre
signed with the Vikings. My Irish husband finds this kind of ritual devotion slightly bizarre.

2. When I was nineteen, | participated in an international Irish cultural pageant called The Rose of
Tralee, where | won the right to represent the Washington DC Irish Community. | travelled to
Ireland where | was interviewed for seventeen minutes on live, Irish national television by Gay

Byrne, who's sort of the Johnny Carson of Ireland. Then | sang a song called Kilkelly,about the Irish

American diaspora, in front of an audience of something like three million people. My mom
showed the very embarrassing video of said performance to anyone who came within 200 yards
of my house for many years. | think even our postman has seen it.

3. Although my legal name is Jeanine, my real name has always been Tink. When | went to my first
day of kindergarten, and the teacher called role, afterwards, she asked if anyone hadn't heard her
name on the list, so | put my hand up. She asked my name, and | told her “Tink Cummins.” She
said, “Well, | have a Jeanine Cummins here. “ And | replied, “Never heard of her.” To this day, all of

my family and friends still call me Tink - | only use Jeanine in my professional life.
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If you couldn’t be an author, what profession would you choose and why (and
no cheating and falling back on your previous life in publishing)?

| would like to do something involving hardhats and heavy machinery.
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What's the hardest thing about writing, besides having to answer goofy
interview questions like these?

No question, for me it's the solitude. I'm an extremely sociable person, and my former
position as a sales manager at Penguin took full advantage of my outgoing nature. | feel
so lucky to be able to write full-time now, but in the beginning, | found the isolation of
that position to be a little daunting. Social networking has been a God-send for me,
because | can spend the whole day alone, writing, and still feel like I'm interacting with
friends and colleagues on Facebook or Twitter.

Are you working on something new now (besides the baby)? If so, give us a
teaser for it.
| just started work on a novel half-set in Irish famine times, and half-set in modern day
New York, with a young mother who's researching her Irish roots. Summing up a book
concept in just a sentence is hard! But | hope it will turn into a story about all kinds of
physical and spiritual hunger.
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. Chiisty and his grandlaiher have 8 very specal relatiorship, 56 when Grandda diss, its 8 panecularly

ading Group Discussion
Questions

difficuit less for Cheisly. Whal (s @ abeul el bond thal makes the b of then 20 CoeeT In whal ways
dias Grandda, and evan the mamory of Grandda, endch Chiastys file, and make him fesd kess slona? Hes the absanca
of Christy's mathar made him feel less like & part of his own famiy?

Throughout e book, Christy struggles 1o find his place In the wosld, to become comfartabile in his swn skin, Would you
descrba Chiigty &8 hapoy, despibe his uncedaintios? Wiy or why nol?

3. What things does Christy like aboul being a raveller, and iving on the margine of saciely? Ane there ways in which ha is
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ever gshamed of his famdy o their way of lil8? fce here momants whan ha admires ar even ervies e setiled ifesiylal
Whawld Christy be hapgier if he lived in & housa?

. Are Chrisiy's guesfiors sboul his idendily ingvitable, or is thene samelhing aboul e lamiy's axlended slay in one pEce

that igrélea his slugghe to Rgure out who ha s, and whene he belongs? How dees Chrisly change duing his slay in the
toven, and his lime Bt school? Who pnd whal sne the catalysls bor lhesa changes?

Christy chanshes bocks ard stories. How do language, stones, and books help Christy 1o define himsei? In contrast,
wity i% s cousin Mardin so delensive about his [laracy?

Herw are Chrisiy and Martin almilar, and how are they difarent? Which of the two boys has a mone real s1ic view of ba ™
Whi ig tha mora remaniic charasies? Which of the bao da you Thirk is betier prapaned for the lie abead of hem?

Is Christy's aititude laward his fathed typicad, for 8 boy hig age Or @ Cheisty's anger spacilic jo his lahars characier an
1ha circumstances of $heir life logather? By Bie end of the book, Christy comies 1o find out that his father has lied 1o him
sboul mary ings. 15 his dacet by Dad's fears for Chnsty's stability, or are tha lies indefensibie? Is thera ever a time
whah ils acceplable lor parents 1o dacehe ihelr chidren?

. Does Mis. Hanley do 1ha right shing in helping Christy 1o schve ihe mystery of the photograph, or is her choice a reckless

pned She geams 1o krow that she mighl be coening a can of worms; should sho hawe spaken o Chrisly's father befors
Bgresing io help?

[Durirg his slay in the loeen, Chsty becomes wery sllacned o both Sister Hedgehog and Mes. Hardey, the bookshop
owner, after they freal him with Badic kindness, 15 he $0okng for a mother figure in these woman? Oris he simply
grarieshal fiar thieir com passion’

Why is Christy unabla 1o fird a suitable moihar figure amang the female chanaclens in his own Tamily? Tre wonsen in Thi
communily lend io have many childwen. Are Granny and Auntie Brigd simply overaxlendad ¥ Or i Chvisly looking Tor
sametning bayond whal lhey have 1o offer him? \

I& Chrisly's budding remanca il Funnuala Whippat a vinbhe retalionship, or is his frigndship with a setiiad ginl doomed by
the sams cbalacies Chsty's parents faced? Does (his relationship have anything to teach him aboul his parents ard
ihair siruggles?

Wity does Cnrisly reacl 50 impatiently with Beano? What is il aboul Beard thaf makes Chiisly & undomfortable?
Despie Beano's awkwarcness, he Seems 1o feal anbrely comionable with himself. Could Chisty leam arything from (
Beans about seif-pooeplance andlor inclusion in Sociely?

Chrisly has an ncredibby strong bond wilh his horse, Jack. Is this a fnendabip thel any young boy mighil have willh bz 3

pel or is theme somathing spedal in Chrsty's cicumstance or lioshyle thal mses Nig sachman mone interde T Wi o
what doos Jack reprasenl b Chiisly? ) Q
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ading Group Discussion
Questions

‘“What 5 Chaisly's predominant emosonal iesponge whan ha finally meats his mother? Doss he feal like b had things in
common with her? B sa, whal things? Doas he admica ker, of feel disappoinbed by her? O botn® Wyt

Chrigly s sfurined when his mothes revesls hal she sclually ashed his father to kidnap bim, whan ng was still just a
by, Wiy did She do this 7 Was il the righl decision far Chasty? Waes if the right dacislon for Chnisly's mothar, for his
faiber? Was it a seish sci, or a selfless one? Doas Cheisty vndersland winy his mother did what she did?

Ir b end, Chrisly makes & decision thad i8 8 einguiar ol of seil-definilion. Does Chrisly's coracedinary schion at iha ang
of the book make sense? 1 A & acl of joy or of grief, or of boih® bn his kead, Christy beloves thal his mother wil
undersiand Me decisons ha makes. Do you agras? Why or why not?

Christy makeas [he choica in 1he erd 1o embeace himself as & raveller, and 1o et o Ihe only e he's ever known. ks
thig e rightl dacision for him? As @ brawvpller, Christy comes i value his eullure, hie lamily, and hig freadom. Do you

belave there is intrinsic value in e raveler's nomadic way of Be? Way or whiy not? What aspecls of thelr culbure are
mosl valuakda? And what fealumes, If any st dEpensabla?

The meoral coce of ravelers s diffarent fram the maral code of the largaly Catholc, setfled communily i Iraland. How
oA baa cullures (ke these, with duergen ethical slandards, learm io v togelhar peacashly? |5 thane ver o Time wdhen
one's groap maoral code should irymp ihe obiber's?

Chtsiders mighi be corfused by fe aoparent dicholomies et exist wihin the moral fabric of the frveling o muhily.
For mstance, mos ravellers ane siricl Cathotics who absene thelr fath with rigar, but within the fravellers code of
ethics, lhere are fimas when slealing s sccaptable. This s a trush thal Christy Sireggles 1o recondle throughoud the
barerk . I the end, is ke suceessd |7 Whal ane your Thoughes on thess slhical deparities? Do similar disorepanc es gust n
or o moral code? Ane hese dsorapancies hammful o reasonable?

. Has this story changed your perceplions of gyasies in general, o of Wigh Travedars in particutar? If so, how?
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Jeanine Cummins is the author of the bestselling memoir A Rip in Heaven, and the
novels The Outside Boy and The Crooked Branch. Her fourth book, American Dirt, was
an Oprah’'s Book Club and a Barnes & Noble book Club selection. It has been translated

into 34 languages and has sold more than two million copies worldwide. She lives in /7j

New York with her husband and two children.
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"HEAVEN"

A MEMOIR OF MURDER
AND ITS AFTERMATH

“IN] wresching drama...expertly paced.”
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N More From Jeanine Cummins

After the birth of her daughter Emma, the usually resilient
Majella finds herself feeling isolated and exhausted. Then, at
her childhood home in Queens, Majella discovers the diary of
her maternal ancestor Ginny—and is shocked to read a story of
murder in her family history.

With the famine upon her, Ginny Doyle fled from Ireland to
America, but not all of her family made it. What happened
during those harrowing years, and why does Ginny call herself a
killer? Is Majella genetically fated to be a bad mother, despite
the fierce tenderness she feels for her baby? Determined to
uncover the truth of her heritage and her own identity, Majella
sets out to explore Ginny’s past—and discovers surprising
truths about her family and ultimately, herself.

Yesterday, Lydia had a bookshop. Yesterday, Lydia was
married to a journalist. Yesterday, she was with everyone
she loved most in the world. Today, her eight-year-old
son Luca is all she has left. For him, she will carry a
machete strapped to her leg. For him, she will leap onto
the roof of a high speed train. For him, she will find the
strength to keep running.

A Rip in Heaven is Jeanine Cummins’ story of a night in April, 1991,
when her two cousins Julie and Robin Kerry, and her brother, Tom,
were assaulted on the Old Chain of Rocks Bridge, which spans the
Mississippi River just outside of St. Louis. When, after a harrowing
ordeal, Tom managed to escape the attackers and flag down help, \
he thought the nightmare would soon be over. He couldn’t have
been more wrong. Tom, his sister Jeanine, and their entire family
were just at the beginning of a horrific odyssey through the
aftermath of a violent crime, a world of shocking betrayal, endless
heartbreak, and utter disillusionment. It was a trial by fire from
which no family member would emerge unscathed.
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Wirites LikEw?

A readers’ guide to fiction authors

-

You can use the library's Reading
Recommendation Website "Who Else Writes

Who Else Writes Like...? will help you to find something to read by uncovering new authors
based on ones you already like.

And there are lots of other ways to search Who Else...?, such as genre, character and series.
There are also featured links to book award winners, useful websites and editor's choice of top
titles.

Some titles included in the site may be suitable for young adult readers, who are in the process
of 'crossing-over' to adult novels.

How to Log In
To use this great resource just visit the Who Else Writes Like Website and Log in with your
Library Card. Then select Meath County Libraries from the drop down menu of accounts and
click on continue. And you're on your way to finding your next read.
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And remember, you can also search our online catalogue and reserve the titles recommende

www.meath.ie/council/council-services/libraries/what-to-read-next
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