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When the Chicago 
Tribune sent Marja 
Mills to report on the 
notoriously private 
author of To Kill 
a Mockingbird, she 

figured an interview was “as likely as a blizzard 
in August.” But in three years’ time she was 
living in Monroeville, Alabama, next door to 
75-year-old Harper Lee (friends call her Nelle), 
and her sister Alice, “close enough 
to rig ourselves a child’s primitive 
telephone…two tin cans and a hunk of 
string.” (“It was just the sort of thing 
Scout and Jem would have done,” 
Mills quips.) In telling their story in The 
Mockingbird Next Door (Penguin Press), 
Mills writes with the amazement of 
one who feels kissed by fate. We in turn 

are blessed with an intimate portrait of Lee, the 
woman who said “no” to Oprah and her book 
club; who dresses in jeans and T-shirts, with big 
glasses and straight-cut bangs; who loves New 
York City; who possesses a “husky, contagious 
laugh” and can “get creative with her cursing.” 

Mills doesn’t uncover exactly why Lee never 
followed up her Pulitzer Prize–winning debut. 
But she writes that after she loaned Lee her copy 
of E. B. White’s Here Is New York, Lee thanked 

her and confessed that it made her 
cry: “ ‘On any person who desires such 
queer prizes,’ White wrote in that first 
sentence that still moved Lee, ‘New 
York will bestow the gift of loneliness 
and the gift of privacy.’ ” Even more 
than fame, and in spite of how they 
stifled her other considerable gifts, the 
Lee Mills got to know prized these. 

[NOVELS]

The eLLe’s 
LeTTres 2014
readers’ prize
15 ELLE readers choose their favorite 
among three promising new 
books—this month, literary novels. 

1 euphoria 
LILY KING  
(ATLANTIC MONTHLY PrESS)

“This novel has 
everything: 
adventure, a 
romantic triangle, 
tension, and terror” 
was a representa-
tive comment 
about King’s vividly 

imagined book, which another 
reader likened to The english 
patient and out of africa. Set in 
1930s New Guinea and based on 
the sojourn there of anthropologist 
Margaret Mead with her second 
and, it soon turned out, her third 
husband, euphoria quite lived up 
to its title.

2 WoNDerLaND 
STACEY D’ErASMO  
(HOUGHTON MIFFLIN HArCOUrT)

“D’Erasmo is a 
master at elegant, 
descriptive writing” 
was the majority 
view, and some 
readers relished 
hitting the road with 
Anna Brundage, a 

forty-something rock star who’s 
clawing for momentum on a 
grueling comeback tour after a 
long hiatus; others found life on the 
road, with its chaotic cadence of 
drug use, casual sex, and strange 
cities, to be wearying, and 
yearned for a stronger narrative 
arc and a clearer final destination 
for this existential vagabond.

3 The SNoW QueeN 
MICHAEL CUNNINGHAM  
(FArrAr, STrAUS AND GIrOUX)

Here again, the 
writing was widely 
judged to outshine 
the story—about 
two brothers adrift 
in New York City in 
the early 2000s: one 
a jilted and lonely 
gay man who’s 

both inspired and mystified by a 
vision he has in Central Park one 
night, the other a frustrated 
musician with a secret drug 
problem and a fiancée who’s 
afflicted with what may be a 
terminal illness. For many, all of 
Cunningham’s stylistic flair and 
emotional nuance just couldn’t 
put this tale over.—B.D.

Rufi Thorpe’s The Girls From Co-
rona del Mar (Knopf) is a knockout 
of a debut novel about the friend-
ship of shrewd, headstrong Mia, 
who narrates, and good-hearted 
Lorrie Ann. They come of age in 
the 1990s in the California beach 
town of the book’s title—a “dis-
tinctly unreal” place where “many 
 fathers were now stay-at-home 
dads whose time was divided 
equally between the bottle and the 
couch, an ice pack over their eyes, 
as their wives scrambled to be-
come certified dental hygienists.”

Pugnacious, risk-taking Mia, a child of di-
vorce, grows up envious of Lorrie Ann, with 
her intact family and her elegant, upturned 
nose. Then in their junior year of high school, 
everything changes when a family tragedy 
strikes, marking “the first tap-tap on Lorrie 
Ann’s window pane by those bad luck vultures.”

Mia’s fate, meanwhile, like Lorrie Ann’s pert 
nose, takes an upturn. She gets into Yale, stud-
ies Greek and Latin, attends graduate school, 
lives in Rome and Istanbul on academic grants, 
falls in love with Franklin, a fellow scholar, and 
finds her niche translating the myth of the 

Sumerian goddess Inanna. 
Lorrie Ann’s trajectory con-
tinues to sputter. At 18, she 
gives birth to a son with spe-
cial needs; her husband, Jim, 
ships off to Iraq; yet she seems 
to embrace her Job-like life.

But Thorpe is too firmly in 
control to let an abundance of 
plot points crowd out her nar-
rative’s deeper meanings. Her 
worldly, rambunctious, femi-
nist, morally interrogative 
prose style galvanizes  every 
episode with smart, almost 

cosmic insights, tough talk, elegiac moments 
of love, dumb wonder, and, of course, fur-
ther tragic events. “I wondered if Lorrie Ann 
had loved Jim the way I loved Franklin,” Mia 
 muses. “Had he been her lettuce planted by the 
water? Had they watched in wonder together as 
her belly grew swollen and ripe, sure that they 
were owed the springtime of 
their lives…?”

We can’t help but root for 
these memorable heroines, and 
Thorpe’s beautiful twist of an 
ending is admirably earned. Thorpe

Mills

[FICTION]

a fateful friendship
from girlhood to all grown up, a stiletto-sharp coming-of-age novel
By Lisa Shea

[NONFICTION]

southern songbird
an enterprising reporter beats an improbable 
path to the door of a legendary literary recluse
By Elyse Moody
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