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brINGING It ALL 
bACk HoME
Emily Matchar’s 
Homeward Bound: Why 
Women Are Embracing 
the New Domesticity 
(Simon & Schuster) 
cogently argues that 
choosing a more 
hands-on, DIY lifestyle—
family farming, canning, 
crafting—can, without 
sacrificing feminism’s 
hard-won gains, improve 
on an earlier time when 
“people lived more lightly 
on the earth and relied 
less on corporations, and 
family and community 
came first.” 

LovE you, MoM
A sense of humor and a 
horse are two of the gifts 
that 31 women writers 
write about in What My 
Mother Gave Me 
(Algonquin), edited by 
Elizabeth Benedict. Ann 
Hood shares that—
finally—she was able to 
return a present from her 
mom: “That white suit, 
the awfulness of it, gave 
me the courage to 
announce myself: a 
young woman who 
wanted to experience a 
world in which anything 
could happen.” 

tAkING wING
Audrey Niffenegger’s 
Raven Girl (Abrams 
ComicArts) is an eerily 
inviting and dramatically 
self-illustrated fairy tale 
about a young girl’s 
education in love, magic, 
and metamorphosis; 
Niffenegger (The Time 
Traveler’s Wife) wrote the 
story for the Royal 
Ballet’s choreographer, 
who used it as inspiration 
for a new dance.—L.S.

 I
femelu has to go into Trenton from Princeton to get 
her hair braided, and in the opening  pages of Ameri-
canah (Knopf),  Chimamanda Ngozi  Adichie’s third 
novel, as she slips into a  salon-chair  reverie, we 

 tumble back in time to her girlhood in Lagos, Nige-
ria.  Adichie (Half of a Yellow Sun)—
who has  already won a Mac Arthur 
fellowship and the Orange, PEN/O. 
 Henry,  and  Commonwealth  Writers 
 prizes, to name but a few—there-
after unflaggingly holds us in her 
thrall with the tale of how Ifemelu 
got from there to here—and beyond. 

Ifemelu seems destined to come 
to the United States with her  
 secondary-school and college sweet-
heart, the sterlingly loyal and  gently 
mischievous Obinze, who has 
shared with her his love of Ameri-
can literature and pop culture. But 
then  Ifemelu wins a scholarship to 
a  college in Philadelphia, while the 
 American embassy slams the door 
on Obinze’s hopes to join her, and Americanah splits 
painfully into  parallel narratives. Obinze ends up 
going to London  instead to try to make a go of work-
ing under a false identity while arranging to marry 
an EU citizen to obtain papers. (Staying in  Nigeria, 
a land plagued by military coups,  arbitrary author-
itarianism, corruption, and endless  academic strikes 

and disruptions, is all but unthinkable.)
So we mainly follow Ifemelu as she tries and re-

peatedly fails to find under-the-table work to sup-
port herself while in school; makes some desperate 
moral compro mises in doing so; drifts through sev-

eral relationships with sweet,  worthy 
Americans that are doomed by her 
inescapable sense of “bleakness and 
borderlessness”—and, eventually, 
starts a blog called Raceteenth or 
Curious Observations by a Non-
American Black on the Subject of 
Blackness in America that becomes 
an Internet sensation, landing her a 
humanities fellowship at Princeton. 

Thus does Americanah provide 
Adichie with a fictional vehicle for 
all kinds of pithy, sharply sensible 
commentary on race and culture—
and us with a symphonic, poly-
phonic, full-immersion opportunity 
to think outside the American box 
and commune 

with the wholly global sensibility 
of  Adichie, an author who truly 
contains multitudes. As for what 
 happens to Obinze? Well, you 
have 477 glorious pages standing 
between you and the  answer to 
that question.

A
nchee Min’s best-selling 1994 
memoir, Red Azalea, and a  series 
of historical novels have estab-
lished Min as a preeminent 

chronicler of women’s lives in China’s 
 ill-starred Cultural Revolution. In The 
Cooked Seed (Bloomsbury), she contin-
ues the story of her struggle to find 

her place—as an immigrant, a writer, a daughter, 
and a mother. 

After Madame Mao’s fall in 1976 (remember the 
Gang of Four?), Min, a 19-year-old propaganda-film 
actress, became a “cooked seed” with “no chance 
to sprout.” But a friend in L.A. ( Joan Chen, of Twin 
Peaks fame) encouraged her to apply to art school in 
the U.S. After Min managed to bluff and lie her way 
to Chicago, her roommate asked her, “Mao who?” 
There, Min worked five jobs and met her first hus-

band, a Chinese artist who rejected American ma-
terialism. To practice English and channel her flood 
of memories, Min began writing: “I lost myself in 
chasing the images. When the ink touched the sur-
face of the paper, I felt alive.”

Writing empowered Min to once again seek a hap-
pier life for herself—and for her daughter, Laury ann. 
Her duties as storyteller and parent have helped her 
make peace with the memory of her mother, whom 
she feels she failed. “Not until I had you did I start to 
understand my mother,” she tells 
Laury ann. “I love the real you, the 
one who keeps hitting the steel wall 
and hoping that it will turn into a 
wall of flowers.” We get the satisfac-
tion of seeing Min embrace her true 
self as her family and career  blossom. 
A wall of flowers, indeed.

AMERICAN ODYSSEY
A saga about a young couple’s efforts to escape their troubled 
homeland and seek their fortune abroad that bears comparison 
to the classical canon of the social novel. By Ben Dickinson

Min

Adichie

STEEL AZALEA
A landmark memoir gets a moving sequel. By Elyse Moody
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