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Follow Writers & Books

“Playful, searching, raw, and necessary, this writing, this
voice, this novel twisted me up and turned me inside out,
dazzled me, surprised me, and moved me.”
—Charles Yu, National Book Award winning author of Interior Chinatown

Dear Reader,
In 2001, Writers & Books launched “If All of Rochester Read the Same Book.
. .” with Ernest Gaines’ award-winning novel A Lesson before Dying. Renamed
“Rochester Reads” in 2015, the program has become a city-wide tradition,
throughout the years inspiring readers to deepen self-understanding,
engage thoughtfully with important issues, and connect with one another
through the shared experience of literature.
This year, we are honored to showcase our Artistic Advisory Committee’s
thoughtful selection, Jason Mott’s National Book Award-winning novel Hell
of a Book, called “brilliant and inventive” by The Sunday Times (UK) and an
“unflinching meditation on racism, violence, and navigating life as a Black
man in America . . . a surreal and searing triumph” by Shelf Awareness for
Readers. Hell of a Book is at once about family, love of parents and children,
art and money, and the nation’s reckoning with a tragic police shooting
playing over and over again on the news. This is a narrative with tremendous
resonance across the nation and in our own city.
With our community partners, we will host Jason Mott at four public
appearances, November 1–3: readings at Penfield Public Library, Central
Library of Rochester, and St. John Fisher University, with a culminating
keynote at The Strong National Museum of Play. October through midNovember, over 20 events at libraries and other greater Rochester sites will
provide opportunities to join discussions as well as attend film screenings
and presentations. To learn more, please visit www.wab.org.
You are encouraged to peruse this guide for insights into Hell of a Book,
questions for book club discussions, and other valuable resources for
exploring this enriching and affecting novel.
Karen (Ren) vanMeenen
Rochester Reads Consultant
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Featured Author
Jason Mott
Jason Mott is the author of two poetry
collections, We Call This Thing between Us
Love and “…hide behind me. . .” His four critically
acclaimed novels, The Returned, a New York
Times bestseller; The Wonder of All Things;
The Crossing; and Hell of a Book have garnered
numerous honors, including the 2021 National
Book Award for Fiction and 2021 Sir Walter
Raleigh Award for Fiction. He is a Pushcart
Prize nominee, NAACP Image Award nominee,
Carnegie Medal for Excellence Longlist nominee, and Joyce Carol Oates Literary
Prize finalist.
Hell of a Book was named one of TIME magazine’s 100 Must-Read Books, one of
NPR.org’s “Books We Love,” an Ebony Magazine Publishing Book Club Pick, and
one of The Washington Post’s 50 Notable Works of Fiction. In a starred review,
BookPage wrote, “Hell of a Book is a masterwork of balance . . . an achievement
of American fiction that rises to meet this particular moment with charm,
wisdom, and truth.”
A D D I T I O N A L H O N O R S, AWA R D S & R E C O G N I T I O N
2022 Chautauqua Prize Finalist
Willie Morris Award for Southern Writing Shortlist
2021 Aspen Words Literary Prize shortlist
“Read With Jenna, Today Show” Book Club Pick
One of The Washington Post’s 50 Notable Works of Fiction
One of The Philadelphia Inquirer’s Best Books of 2021
One of Shelf Awareness’s Top Ten Fiction Titles of the Year
EW’s “Guide to the Biggest and Buzziest Books of 2021”
One of the New York Public Library’s Best Books for Adults
The San Diego Union Tribune—My Favorite Things from 2021
Writer’s Bone’s Best Books of 2021
The Atlanta Journal Constitution—Top 10 Southern Books of the Year
One of The Guardian’s (UK) Best Ten 21st Century Comic Novels
One of Entertainment Weekly’s 15 Books You Need to Read This June
One of the New York Post’s Best Summer Reading books
One of USA Today’s 5 Books Not to Miss
One of Fortune’s 21 Most Anticipated Books Coming Out in the Second Half of 2021
One of The Root’s PageTurners
One of Real Simple’s Best New Books to Read in 2021
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Discussion Points
Note: All pages numbers refer to the paperback edition of Hell of a Book.

The Author’s Craft
• What about the title draws you in? Or perhaps made you curious? After having
finished the book, what meaning does the title hold for you?
• The novel’s subtitle seems to be “The Altogether Factual, Wholly Bona Fide Story
of a Big Dreams, Hard Luck, American-Made Mad Kid.” How did that strike you as you
began the book and how does it come true in the narrative?
• Jason Mott has described aspects of the novel as comedic, noting the inclusion of
humorous anecdotes about being an author on tour and some language from his
favorite old movies. And indeed, the novel’s serious topics are frequently offset by
humor. What purpose does this serve in terms of tone? How do the more humorous
moments juxtapose the more serious or tragic ones? Do you find the humor a
welcome relief, or are those moments just part of the ride?
• The book’s structure is complex and rather unusual. Alternating chapters are
written in the perspective of The Author and Soot (designated by the silhouettes on
the opening pages), in different tenses, following parallel storylines. This leads to
many questions for discussion. How does the tone of the two storylines differ? What
is the effect of the two storylines on readers? How does each shift from one to the
other strike you? And how does this approach work to intertwine the narratives?

Characters/Subjects and Motivation
• Discuss how each main character is introduced and the effect on you as a reader:
the unnamed five-year-old boy learning to become invisible and the unnamed adult
narrator (The Author) being chased down a hotel hallway?
• When you first started reading, did you notice that Jason Mott didn’t name
The Author? Why do you think he did that? Do you agree or disagree that naming
something makes it more real?
• Discuss why Soot’s parents wanted him to be able to become invisible. What do
you think they see as the relationship between being unseen and safe? What does
that coping mechanism say about society in a broader sense?
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Discussion Points Continued
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Discussion Points Continued
Topics & Themes
• The Author encounters a Black Lives Matter protest outside a bookstore in which
he is scheduled to appear. How does he react to this event? How does it relate to his
own history and situation?
• Track the different child-parent relationships in the book. What effect do they
have on the adult narrator, for instance? What are the book’s messages about
parenthood, especially fatherhood? How are mothers portrayed?
• The Author was a kid who “belonged nowhere. And, because of it, most of his life,
he felt like nothing” (p. 250). What is the relationship between feeling a sense of
belonging and self-esteem? How can community bolster one’s identity? What
communities are part of your identity?
• The police shooting of an unarmed Black boy playing over and over on the news
appears throughout the novel. How does this make you think about the way racism,
injustice, and violence function in our society?
• According to The Author, his “pops was afraid. Always afraid. Every second of
every day. His life was one long, sustained terror” (p. 126). Why does The Author
describe this fear as dangerous?
• Fear runs through the characters’ emotional landscapes. How is this manifested?
What are the consequences of having to live in constant fear because of your skin
color?
• The Author contends, “In this world that we live in, the fact of the matter is that
it’s hard to think of anyone as being real” (p. 98). Do you agree? How do social media
and screens mediate our experiences of others? How do they affect our ability to
empathize or make connections? Think about this in regard to how videos you have
seen depicting anti-Black violence or violence against diverse communities go viral.
• The Kid tells The Author that his mama always told him that although he can’t pick
the facts, he can pick what is true (p. 115). What does that mean for Soot and The
Author?
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Discussion Points Continued
• What do you think about The Author’s struggle with facing reality? Discuss some
of The Author’s ways of coping with problems and fears that sometimes feel
insurmountable. Do you think that writing or reading can be a way of coping? What
are some tactics you employ to cope with challenges in your own life?
• Soot experiences colorism, such as when he is persecuted on the school bus
because of the blackness of his skin. Soot imagines another world where he could
love himself and the color of his skin, a place he calls home. Discuss this conception of
home and how imagination can make reality less painful. What role does imagination
play in your own life?
• The Author notes earlier that his father “tried with all of his might to keep [his
fear] to himself” (p. 126). Later, The Author struggles with whether or not to tell The
Kid what it means to be Black in America, that he will be treated differently because
of his skin. Discuss the questions he grapples with: “What kind of thing is that to tell
a kid? What kind of moment does it create? What does it take away? What does it
leave them with?” (p. 206).
• How is Hell of a Book a love story (as promised by the narrator)? If yes, is it the kind
of love story you expected?
• The Author says there is “no such thing as invisibility or safety.” How does this play
out over the course of the narrative for the different main characters?
• The Author says “I have a condition: I am a writer.” How is this related to his
imagination and how it is about larger issues teased out in the book? What else does
The Author say about the writing process?
• “You’re a professional now,” Sharon [The Author’s agent] says. “A professional
author. Authors wear sport coats. Readers love authors who wear sport coats. Don’t
ever forget that.” What does this statement and the book overall say about the
publishing industry?
• Discuss the relationship The Author has with his agent and media trainer in the
novel. Do you think they offer good advice? How do you think being Black changes
the way The Author experiences publishing a book?
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Discussion Points Continued
• What lessons does Jack the Media Trainer try to impart to The Author? How does
Jack’s attitude reflect contemporary society in the U.S.? How does this differ from
what Renny had told The Author about how not to talk about being Black? What else
does the rich character of Renny offer The Author?
• How do the perspectives of The Author, Soot and the other characters work
together, and how do they differ? How are their perspectives influenced by the way
they are treated by American society?
• In the world of this novel, reality and fiction have porous borders. How do they
relate to each other? Have you ever felt like the lines were blurred between what is
real and what is not? The novel leaves readers wondering what is real, what is
illusory. Ultimately, is resolution necessary?

Connecting to the Country & the World
• How do the scenes of violence and police brutality in particular reflect current
events? Track the differing responses from that of Sharon to Uncle Paul. What
messages is the author (Jason Mott) sending?
• The narrator of Hell of a Book comes from the southern U.S. He tells The Kid, “The
South is America’s longest-running crime scene.” What are the historical implications
of this that affect us today? The narrator continues the metaphor, saying, “the thing
is, if you’re born into a meat grinder, you grow up around the gears, so eventually
you don’t even see them anymore” (p. 218). How does this manifest in political,
cultural and social issues that plague the U.S. today?

For Future Consideration & Action
• The author writes, “I’m not sure Black people can be happy in this world. There’s
just too much of a backstory of sadness that’s always clawing at their heels. And no
matter how hard you try to outrun it, life always comes through with those reminders
letting you know that, more than anything, you’re just a part of an exploited
people and a denied destiny and all you can do is hate your past and, by proxy, hate
yourself” (p. 245). Perhaps this is why Jason Mott has said this narrative is “the story
I have been avoiding writing since I was born.” How does this profound statement
affect you as a reader—as a person of color or someone who is not? What story in
your life have you been avoiding writing?
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Discussion Points Continued
• The author has said, “Writing is very much the place where I go to kind of sort out
my emotional and mental stressors.” He has also stated that this novel was a way for
him, as a Black American, to work out who he is, to own who he is, and to speak to
his younger self. A novelist finding writing fiction to be a therapeutic process might
surprise some readers. Discuss what other works/authors you have read that you
presume or know the authors found therapeutic. What books have you as a reader
found therapeutic?
• Mott writes, “Science has proven that there’s a limited number of people that we
can ever actually care about” (p. 98). Do you believe this is true? How has this played
out in your own life?
• The last final line of the book, in the Acknowledgments, is “Lastly, a message to the
Black boy that was: You are beautiful. Be kind to yourself, even when this country is
not.” What else can individuals, communities, friends and neighbors, teachers and
colleagues do?
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Tips for Book Discussions
Reading Critically
Good books for discussion move the reader and stay in the mind long after the book
is read and the discussion is over. These books can be read more than once, and each
time readers learn something new.
Reading for a book discussion—whether you are the facilitator or simply a
participant—differs from reading purely for pleasure. As you read a book chosen for
a discussion, ask questions and mark down important passages or pages you might
want to refer back to. Make notes and ask questions such as, “Is this significant?” or
“Why does the author include this?” or “How does this relate to previous elements of
the narrative?” or “What is this character bringing to the story?” Making notes as you
go might slow down your reading but it gives you a better sense of what the book is
really about and saves you the time of searching out important passages later.
Obviously, asking questions as you go means you don’t know the answers yet, and
often you never do discover the answers. But during discussion of your questions,
others may provide insight for you. Don’t be afraid to ask hard questions because
frequently the author is presenting difficult issues for that very purpose. This can
certainly be said of Jason Mott and the scenarios with which he presents his readers.
As with any skill, good literary consciousness grows with practice. You can never
relax your vigilance because a skilled author such as Mott uses every word to tell the
reader something. Try to be aware of what authors are revealing about themselves
and what they want you to learn about life from their perspective. Appreciate the
artistic presentation (such as Mott’s engaging dialogue and creative metaphors), but
also reap the benefits of the experience the author is sharing.
As you read Hell of a Book, consider the questions raised elsewhere in the Reader’s
Guide. What timeless topics does the author raise? How are some of these issues
addressed in the book? How do contemporary issues in the book relate to your own
family and to our community and nation? How do these topics relate to your own
experience or your own hopes and fears? These are the kinds of questions that lead
to in-depth conversations with your group and make the book meaningful and of
lasting value.
Another way to analyze the important themes of a book is to consider with what
premise the author started. You can imagine an author mulling over the beginnings
of the story, asking “What if…” questions. Think about which “What ifs” prompted
the story of Hell of a Book.
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Tips for Book Discussions Continued
When you meet the characters in the book, place yourself at the scene. Think of
them as you do the people around you. Think about their perspectives and their
motives and perhaps their potential shortcomings. What would it be like to interact
with them? Listen to the tone and style of their speech and to their stories. Read
portions aloud to get to know the characters as well as the author’s style.
Sometimes an author uses the structure of the book to illustrate an important
concept or to create a mood. Notice how the author structured the book. Are the
stories or chapters or essays prefaced by quotes or titles? How do they apply to the
content of the sections? How many narrators tell the story? Who are they? Are they
reliable? How does the sequence of events unfold to create the mood of the story?
Does it make sense?
Compare the book to others by the same author (in this case, Mott published three
previous novels and poetry) or to books by different authors that have a similar topic
or style or explore the same era or events/situations (see the Related Titles list for
Hell of a Book elsewhere in this Reader’s Guide). Often, themes run through an
author’s works that are more fully realized by comparison. Comparing one author’s
work with another’s can help you solidify your opinions, as well as define for you
qualities you might otherwise miss.
The most successful books are those that insinuate themselves into your experience:
they reveal an important truth or provide a profound sense of kinship between the
reader and the writer. Searching for, identifying and discussing these truths often
make the book more important and more significant. This is particularly pertinent in
relation to Hell of a Book and its resonance to contemporary events in our community
and our nation.
Asking questions, reading carefully, imagining yourself in the story, analyzing style
and structure, and searching for personal meaning in a work of literature all enhance
the work’s value and the discussion potential for your group.

The Discussion
As facilitator, come prepared with 10 to 15 open-ended questions. Questions that can
be answered “yes” or “no” tend to cut off discussion.
Questions should be used to guide the discussion and keep it on track, but be ready
to let the discussion flow naturally. You’ll often find that the questions you’ve
prepared will come up naturally as part of the discussion.
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Tips for Book Discussions Continued
Remind participants that there are not necessarily any right answers to the questions
posed.
Participants should not be afraid to criticize a book, but try to get them to go beyond
“It just didn’t appeal to me” statements. If that is the case, what is it about the book
that made it unappealing? The style? The pacing? The characters? Has the author
written other books that were better? Does it remind you of a book that you like/
dislike? Many times the best discussions are about books that the majority of the
group dislike.
Try to keep a balance in the discussion between personal revelations and reactions
and a response to the book itself. Every reader responds to a book in ways that
are intimately tied to their own background, upbringing, and worldview. A book
about senseless violence, for example (such as Hell of a Book tackles), will naturally
strike a chord in a reader whose family member was a target of such violence.
That’s interesting, but what’s more interesting is how the author chose to present
the incident, or the author’s attitude toward the perpetrator and the victim. It is
often too easy to let a group drown in reminiscences when a narrative is personally
resonant for one or more members.

Some Suggestions for Participants
A good discussion depends partly on the skills we develop as participants. Here are
some suggestions (based on the New York Public Library’s book discussion program):
SPEAK UP Group discussion is like a conversation; everyone takes part in it. Each
speaker responds to what the person before them said. Nobody should prepare
a speech; ideally there will be a spontaneous exchange of ideas and opinions. The
discussion is your chance to say what you think.
LISTEN Try to understand the other person’s point of view; see what experience
and thinking it developed from. Don’t accept ideas that don’t have a sound basis.
Remember, there are several points of view possible on every question.
BE BRIEF Share the discussion with others. Speak for only a few minutes at a time.
Make your point in as few words as possible—this is more effective for a group
discussion. Be ready to let someone else speak. A good discussion keeps everyone in
the conversation.
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Tips for Book Discussions Continued
SHARE YOUR VIEWPOINT AND EXPERIENCE Don’t expect to be called on to
speak; respectfully enter into the discussion with your comment of agreement
or disagreement or your question when appropriate. When you find yourself
disagreeing with other people’s interpretations or opinions, say so and tell why, in a
respectful way. Considering all points of view is important to group discussions.
COME WITH YOUR OWN QUESTIONS IN MIND As you read the selection, make note
of the points on which you’d like to hear the comments of other group members.
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Recommended Reading
Fiction
Americanah, by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2013)
Assembly, by Natasha Brown (2021)
Asymmetry, by Lisa Halliday (2018)
Black Buck, by Mateo Askaripour (2021)
The Book Tour (graphic novel), by Andi Watson (2019)
The Buffalo Soldier, by Chris Bohjalian (2002) (2007 Rochester Reads selection)
The Deep, by Rivers Solomon (2019)
Every Day is for the Thief, by Teju Cole (2014)
Friday Black (stories), by Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah (2018)
Girl, Woman, Other, by Bernadine Evaristo (2019)
Heads of the Colored People (stories, by Nafissa Thompson-Spires (2019)
Homegoing, by Yaa Gyasi (2016)
Interior Chinatown, by Charles Yu (2020)
Invisible Man, by Ralph Ellison (1952)
Kindred, by Octavia Butler (1979) (2003 Rochester Reads selection)
The Last White Man, by Mohsin Hamid (2022)
Less, by Andrew Sean Greer (2017)
Native Son, by Richard Wright (1940)
No One Ever Asked, by Katie Ganshert (2018)
The Office of Historical Corrections (novella & stories), by Danielle Evans (2021)
The Other Black Girl, by Zakiya Dalila Harris (2021)
The Personal Librarian, by Marie Benedict (2021) (based on a true story)
The Returned, by Jason Mott (2013)
The Sellout, by Paul Beatty (2015)
Sing, Unburied, Sing, by Jesmyn Ward (2017)
The Turner House, by Angela Flournoy (2015)
The Vanishing Half, by Brit Bennett (2020)
The Violin Conspiracy, by Brendan Slocumb (2022)
We Cast a Shadow, by Maurice Carlos Ruffin (2019)
Zabor or The Psalms, by Kamel Daoud (2021)
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Recommended Reading Continued
Nonfiction
A Little Devil in America: Notes in Praise of Black Performance (essays), by Hanif
Abdurraqib (2021)
Between the World and Me, by Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015)
Black Is the Body: Stories from My Grandmother’s Time, My Mother’s Time, and Mine
(essays), by Emily Bernard (2019)
Caste: The Origins of Our Discontent, by Isabel Wilkerson (2020)
Cry like a Man: Fighting for Freedom from Emotional Incarceration, by Jason Wilson
(2019)
How to Be an Antiracist, by Ibram X. Kendi (2019)
Notes of a Native Son, by James Baldwin (1955)
Sister Outside: Essays and Speeches, by Audre Lorde (2007)
The Three Mothers: How the Mothers of Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, and James
Baldwin Shaped a Nation, by Anna Malaika Tubbs (2021)
The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration, by Isabel
Wilkerson (2010)
White Blood: A Lyric of Virginia, by Kiki Petrosino (2020)

Poetry
The 100 Best Black African American Poems: A Black Poetry Collection, by Nikki
Giovanni, ed. (2010)
African American Poetry: 25 Years of Struggle & Song, by Kevin Young, ed. (2020)
Bestiary, by Donika Kelly (2015)
Black Nature: Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry, by Camille Dungy, ed.
(2009)
Bluest Nude, by Ama Codjoe (2022)
Boy with Thorn, by Rickey Laurentiis (2015)
Brutal Imagination, by Cornelius Eady (2001)
Buck Studies, by Doug Kearney (2016)
Citizen: An American Lyric, by Claudia Rankine (2014)
The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes (1994)
The Collected Poems of Lucille Clifton, 1965-2010 (2012)
The Collected Poems of Nikki Giovanni: 1968-1998 (2007)
Collected Poems: Sonia Sanchez (2022)
Duppy Conqueror: New and Selected Poems, by Kwame Dawes (2013)

14

Recommended Reading Continued
Felon: Poems, by Reginald Dwayne Betts (2019)
Forest Primeval, by Vievee Francis (2015)
Furious Flower: Seeding the Future of African American Poetry, by Joanne Gabbin
and Lauren K. Alleyne, eds. (2019)
Haiku: The Last Poems of an American Icon, by Richard Wright (1998)
Head Off and Split, by Nikky Finney (2011)
I: New and Selected, by Toi Derricotte (2019)
Incorrect Merciful Impulses, by Camille Rankine (2011)
M-A-C-N-O-L-I-A, by A. Van Jordan (2004)
Negotiations, by Destiny O. Birdsong (2020)
the new black, by Evie Shockley (2011)
Shahid Reads His Own Palm, by Reginald Dwayne Betts (2010)
SOS: Poems 1961-2013, by Amiri Baraka (2016)
Spit Back a Boy, by Iain Pollock (2010)
Such Color: New and Selected Poems, by Tracy K. Smith (2021)
Thrall, by Natasha Trethewey (2012)
The Tradition, by Jericho Brown (2019)
Voyage of the Sable Venus, by Robin Coste Lewis (2015)
We Call This Thing between Us Love, by Jason Mott (2013)
The World That the Shooter Left Us, by Cyrus Cassells (2022)

Memoir
The Black Notebooks, by Toi Derricotte (1999)
Heavy: An American Memoir, by Kiese Laymon (2018)
High Yella: A Modern Family Memoir, by Steve Majors (2021) (Batavia native)
Men We Reaped, by Jesmyn Ward (2013)
Somebody’s Daughter, by Ashley C. Ford (2021)
The Yellow House, by Sarah M. Broom (2019)

For Younger Readers
America, My Love, America, My Heart, by Daria Peoples-Riley (Grades 2-4)
Goodnight Racism, by Ibram X. Kendi and Chabi Bayoc (Picture Book)
The Hate You Give, by Angie Thomas (Young Adult)
Last Stop on Market Street, by Matt de la Peña (Picture Book)
New Kid, by Jerry Craft (Middle Grade) *main character draws comics
On the Come Up, by Angie Thomas (Young Adult)
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Calendar of Rochester Reads Community Events
Thursday, October 6, 12:30 - 1:30 pm
Family Storytime: Last Stop on Market Street
Free Admission | Information & Registration: email Shamika at lyell@libraryweb.org
Lyell Branch Library, 956 Lyell Avenue, Rochester
Bring your babies, toddlers, and preschoolers to listen to the story, sing songs, and
participate in a themed activity.
Saturday, October 8, 11 am - 12 pm
Second Saturday Book Club: Jason Mott’s Hell of a Book
Free Admission | Register here
Writers & Books, 740 University Avenue, Rochester
Join a lively, in-person roundtable conversation on Jason Mott’s Hell of a Book.
Writers & Books’ Second Saturday Book Club selections tie to author appearances in
our region and are available for purchase from Ampersand Books at a 15% discount.
Thursday, October 13, 2 - 3 pm
Book discussion: Hell of a Book
Free Admission
Webster Public Library, 980 Ridge Road, Webster
Thursday, October 13, 7 - 8:30 pm
Making the Series: In This Moment with Curator Amanda Chestnut
Free Admission | Registration begins 9/29: call 585.340.8720 or visit penfield.org/
library
Penfield Public Library, 1985 Baird Road, Penfield
Amanda Chestnut, curator of the In this Moment (ITM) chapbook series, discusses the
inspiration and process behind the creation of a 10-part undertaking that culminated
in 10 teams of Black writers and photographers profiling 10 Black leaders from across
the city of Rochester. Click here for more information about the project.
Friday, October 14, 7 – 8:30 pm
Book Discussion: Hell of a Book
Free Admission | Masks required | More information here
LAVA (Literature & Visual Arts), First Unitarian Church, Susan B. Anthony Room, 220
Winton RD S, Rochester
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Calendar of Rochester Reads Community Events Continued
Saturday, October 15, 12 – 2 pm 1
Screening & Discussion: Clarissa Uprooted—Youth and Elders Uncover the Story of
Black Rochester
Free Admission | Information & Registration: email Shamika at lyell@libraryweb.org
Lyell Branch Library, 956 Lyell Avenue, Rochester
October 17 – December 27: Mondays, 12 – 1 pm 2
October 19 – December 28: Wednesdays, 6 – 7 pm
Hell of a Book Read-Arounds with Writers & Books’ Storyteller in Residence Almeta
Whitis
Free Admission
Arnett Branch Library, Meeting Room, 310 Arnett Boulevard, Rochester
Join Story Doula Almeta Whitis in reading aloud together, cover to cover, Jason
Mott’s acclaimed novel, Hell of a Book, sharing thoughts and feelings as the narrative
unfolds. Participate in building a healing space for critical thinking, emotional release,
and respectful sharing. Volunteer professional and student mental health counselors
will be on hand at most sessions to assist with processing difficult personal stories or
memories that might arise.
Wednesday, October 19, 4 – 5 pm
Young Adult Book Talk: New Kid, by Jerry Craft
Free Admission | Information & Registration: email Shamika at lyell@libraryweb.org
Lyell Branch Library, 956 Lyell Avenue, Rochester
Twelve-year-old Jordan loves to draw and wants to go to art school. But his parents
do not want him to become a cartoonist and send him to an upscale school away
from his hometown, where many challenges await him. Participants are invited
to discuss New Kid together and find out how Jordan’s journey ends.
Wednesday, October 19, 6 – 7 pm
Book Discussion via Zoom: Hell of a Book
Free Admission | Register here. Information: call Diane Premo at 585.428.8360
Reynolds Media Center & Literature Division of Central Library of Rochester &
Monroe County, 115 South Avenue, Rochester
Wednesday, October 19, 2 – 4 pm
Book Discussion via Zoom: Hell of a Book
Free Admission | Registration: 585.637.1050
Seymour Library, 161 East Avenue, Brockport
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Thursday, October 20, 4 – 5:30 pm 3
Screening & Discussion: July ’64, directed by Carvin Eison
Free Admission | Information & Registration: email Shamika at lyell@libraryweb.org
Lyell Branch Library, 956 Lyell Avenue, Rochester
Thursday, October 20, 1 – 2 pm
Jason Mott in Conversation with “Connections” Host Evan Dawson & Local Callers
To join the conversation: 585.263.9994
WXXI-AM 1370, FM 107.5 and WRUR 88.5 FM in Rochester; WEOS 89.5 FM in Geneva
Monday, October 24, 7 – 8 pm
Book Covers We Love, with Art Director Stephen Brayda
Free Admission | Registration begins 10/03: call 585.340.8720
or visit pen ield.org/library
Penfield Public Library, 1985 Baird Road, Penfield
Stephen Brayda, who works with Harper Collins’ Harper Via and designed the cover of
Hell of a Book, will discuss how designers work and how the covers that catch your
eye come to be.
Tuesday, October 25, 6 – 9 pm 4
Screening for Teens & Adults: Film based on The Hate U Give
Plus Discussion of Books for Kids & Teens that Promote Inclusion, led by Lynn Shipe
Free Admission | Pizza & Beverages Provided | Register here or call 585.624.6067
Mendon Public Library, 22 N. Main Street, Honeoye Falls
Wednesday, October 26, 11 am
Book Discussion: Hell of a Book, led by Almeta Whitis
Free Admission | Masking, sign-in, temperature check required
Info: pottetti@ episcopalseniorlife.org
Valley Manor, Auditorium, 1570 East Avenue, Rochester
Use main entrance. Parking available in 1530 East Avenue lot and main lot at 1570 East
Avenue.
Sunday, October 30, 11 am – 6 pm
Live Reading of Hell of a Book in Its Entirety, by Storyteller Almeta Whitis
Hosted by Ken Kelbaugh and Just Poets, with special guests Aisha and Rudra DaCosta
Free Admission | In-person and via Zoom
Meeting ID: 868 4038 2681; Passcode: 762662
Before Your Quiet Eyes Bookstore, 439 Monroe Avenue, Rochester
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Friday, November 4, 2 - 3 pm
Book Discussion: Hell of a Book
Free Admission | Registration: 585.340.8720 or penfield.org/library
Penfield Public Library, 1985 Baird Road, Penfield
Thursday, November 10, 6 pm
Book Discussion: Hell of a Book
Free Admission | Register: call 585.784.5300
or email bmlcurbsidepickup@gmail. com
Brighton Memorial Library, 2300 Elmwood Avenue, Brighton
Tuesday, November 15, 1:30 pm
Book Discussion via Zoom: Hell of a Book
Free Admission | Register: call 585.784.5300
or email bmlcurbsidepickup@gmail. com
Brighton Memorial Library, 2300 Elmwood Avenue, Brighton

Notes_________________________________________________________________
1 Screening & Discussion: Clarissa Uprooted: Youth and Elders Uncover the Story of
Black Rochester (2020)
A collaboration between the Center for Teen Empowerment, Clarissa Street Reunion
Committee, and Rochester Community Television (RCTV); produced by their Youth
Media Team.
From neighborhood comradery, international jazz music, and thriving Black-owned
businesses, to redlining, urban renewal, and other racist policies, the film features
some of the elders who lived this history and the youth who are living with the
consequences today.
2 Hell of a Book Read-Arounds: The coming together in community for storytelling
and active listening is a time-honored tradition. The experience generates a
“sanctuary” and “delivery place,” a healing space for critical thinking, emotional
release, and the respectful sharing of an imaginative communion narrative—one that
connects us all to each other.
Almeta Whitis is a renowned storyteller, theatre artist, author, and poet who has
taught on five continents. Combining diverse stories and traditions, alongside history,
she encourages students to explore movement, dance, film, and the visual arts and
helps them gain knowledge of academic subjects and the world at large. Her
experience as an educator, university professor, and Master Teaching Artist has
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resulted in many awards, among them, Phi Delta Kappa’s 1995 Lay Teacher of the
Year, National Endowment for the Arts’ Most Skilled and Experienced Community
Artist, and Governor Mario Cuomo’s 1993 Decade of the Child Award. She is featured
in Rochester Museum and Science Center’s “CHANGEMAKERS: 200 Rochester
Women Who Have Changed the World” exhibition.
3 Screening and Discussion: July ’64, directed by Carvin Eison (2000): Violence
erupted at a street dance on a hot July night when a routine arrest took a turn for the
worse—and ended when the National Guard was called to a northern city for the first
time during the civil rights era. July ’64 gives voice to the people who lived it and tells
the story of three days of conflict and unrest that altered the course of history in
Rochester.
4 Screening and Discussion for Teens & Adults: Following a screening of the
compelling movie based on Angie Thomas’s 2017 young adult novel The Hate U Give,
community member and educator Lynn Shipe will share information on two book
lists she helped develop for our community: “Books that promote the concepts
of Tolerance, Respect, Dignity, Awareness, and Sensitivity Toward Others (for
Juvenile and Young Adult Readers)” and “Stories to Promote Kindness, Friendliness,
Understanding, and More Acceptance of Others (for Younger Readers).”
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Rochester Reads Featured Books, 2001 – 2020
2001: A Lesson Before Dying, by Ernest J. Gaines
2002: The Sweet Hereafter, by Russell Banks
2003: Kindred, by Octavia Butler
2004: Peace Like a River, by Leif Enger
2005: Servants of the Map, by Andrea Barrett
2006: Name All the Animals, by Alison Smith
2007: The Buffalo Soldier, by Chris Bohjalian
2008: Hope and Other Dangerous Pursuits, by Laila Lalami
2009: Jim the Boy, by Tony Earley
2010: Bel Canto, by Ann Patchett
2011: The Good Thief, by Hannah Tinti
2012: The Madonnas of Leningrad, by Debra Dean
2013: Into the Beautiful North, by Luis Alberto Urrea
2014: The Snow Child, by Eowyn Ivey
2015: The Age of Miracles, by Karen Thompson Walker
2016: Queen of the Fall: A Memoir of Girls and Goddesses, by Sonja Livingston
2017: The Enchanted, by Rene Denfeld
2018: The Distance between Us, by Reyna Grande
2019: American War, by Omar El Akkad
2021: Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scienti ic Knowledge, and the
Teachings of Plants, by Robin Wall Kimmerer
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MISSION
Writers & Books promotes reading and writing as lifelong activities for
people of all ages and backgrounds to enrich their lives and the intellectual,
social, and cultural vibrancy of their communities.
VALUES
We believe in the power and importance of the written word; in celebrating
the written word as a tool for communication and an art form; that
storytelling is a vital aspect of the human experience that unites humanity;
that reading builds empathy and brings people together; and in creating a
safe space for voices of all backgrounds, beliefs, origins, and abilities.
JUSTICE, EQUITY, DIVERSITY, ACCESSIBILITY & INCLUSION STATEMENT
Writers & Books commits to an antiracist philosophy and practice. We
commit to making our programs welcoming and accessible to readers and
writers from all backgrounds. We commit to continually educating ourselves
and to transforming our organization in support of justice, equity, diversity,
accessibility, and inclusion. In our program of literary services, we commit to
amplifying marginalized voices throughout our community and resisting the
legacies of systemic racism and discrimination that have both formed and
undermined our city. As a literary arts organization we understand that
silence is complicity.

