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About Long Island Reads 

 

One City, One Book projects are community-wide reading programs. 

Seattle librarian Nancy Pearl, NPR book critic and author of Book Lust and 

More Book Lust, spearheaded the One City, One Book phenomenon and 

hosted the first One Book project at the Seattle Public Library’s Washington 

Center for the Book in 1998.  Since then, the concept has spread across the 

United States and around the world.   

 

To see a listing of One City, One Book projects, visit the Library of Congress 

website at www.read.gov/resources/.  Projects can be viewed by city and 

state or by author.  While at the Library of Congress site, check out their 

Center for the Book.   

 

The Long Island Reads Committee is a group of librarians and book 

discussion leaders from Nassau and Suffolk counties on Long Island who 

volunteer to work on this island-wide reading initiative.  Each spring readers 

from across both counties read the same book, participate in discussions of 

the selection, and enjoy related events in public libraries.  

 

 

Many Long Island Reads events take place during 

National Library Week, April 4 - 10, 2021 

For more information about Long Island Reads One Island - One Book visit  

www.longislandreads.org  

    

     One Island-One Book 



About Brit Bennett 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Born and raised in Southern California, Brit Bennett teaches in the Creative 

Writing and Literature Program at Stony Brook University - Southampton. A bold 

and skillful storyteller, Brit graduated from Stanford University and earned her 

MFA in fiction at the University of Michigan, where she won a Hopwood Award 

in Graduate Short Fiction. In 2014, she received the Hurston/Wright Award for 

College Writers. She is a National Book Foundation 5 Under 35 honoree, and 

her debut novel, The Mothers, was a New York Times bestseller.  Her essays have 

been featured in The New Yorker, the New York Times Magazine, The Paris 

Review, and Jezebel.  The Vanishing Half is her second novel. 

 

Honors & Awards 

The Vanishing Half was an instant NYT bestseller, rising to #1.  It received starred 

reviews in Booklist, Publishers Weekly and Kirkus, was chosen as a Good 

Morning America Book Club pick, and was longlisted for the National Book 

Award. The New York Times noted, “Bennett creates a striking portrait of racial 

identity in America” and listed the book was one of their top 10 of 2020.  Time 

Magazine and the New York Public Library, along with many others, listed The 

Vanishing Half as one of the top 100 books of the year. 



Synopsis of the Book 

 

 

“A page-turner about once-inseparable twin girls now living radically 

different lives.” - O, The Oprah Magazine 

 

“A story of absolute, universal timelessness… For any era, it’s an 

accomplished, affecting novel.  For this moment, it’s piercing, subtly wending 

its way toward questions about who we are and who we want to be…” 

- Entertainment Weekly 

 

“Assured and magnetic … Bennett is deeply engaged in the unknowability of 

other people and the scourge of colorism...  Bennett keeps [the] plot threads 

thrumming and her social commentary crisp … in this rich, sharp story about 

the way identity is formed.” - Kirkus Starred Review 

The Vignes twin sisters will always be identical. But after growing up together 

in a small, southern black community and running away at age sixteen, it's 

not just the shape of their daily lives that is different as adults, it's everything: 

their families, their communities, their racial identities. Many years later, one 

sister lives with her black daughter in the same southern town she once tried 

to escape. The other secretly passes for white, and her white husband knows 

nothing of her past. Still, even separated by so many miles and just as many 

lies, the fates of the twins remain intertwined. What will happen to the next 

generation, when their own daughters' storylines intersect? 

Weaving together multiple strands and generations of this family, from the 

Deep South to California, from the 1950s to the 1990s, Brit Bennett produces 

a story that is at once a riveting, emotional family story and a brilliant 

exploration of the American history of passing. Looking well beyond issues of 

race, The Vanishing Half considers the lasting influence of the past as it shapes 

a person's decisions, desires, and expectations, and explores some of the 

multiple reasons and realms in which people sometimes feel pulled to live as 

something other than their origins. 

As with her New York Times-bestselling debut The Mothers, Brit Bennett 

offers an engrossing page-turner about family and relationships that is 

immersive, provocative, compassionate and wise. 



Brit Bennett and The Vanishing Half Online 

 

REVIEWS 

The Guardian: https://tinyurl.com/y5gyyofa 

Kirkus: https://tinyurl.com/y7u6fo4a 

The New York Times: https://tinyurl.com/y5mcujmq 

NPR: https://tinyurl.com/yxbzef2k 

Vox: https://tinyurl.com/yyxqtslv 

The Washington Post: https://tinyurl.com/y59cxkh9 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA CONNECTIONS 

Website: https://britbennett.com/ 

Twitter: https://twitter.com/britrbennett 

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/britrbennett/ 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/britbennettwrites 

Brit Bennett on Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/10802967.Brit_Bennett 

 

INTERVIEWS 

Glamour: https://www.glamour.com/story/brit-bennett-interview-maisy-card 

Good Morning America: https://tinyurl.com/gmabritbennett 

NPR: https://tinyurl.com/nprbritbennett 

Politics & Prose: https://www.politics-prose.com/video/vanishing-half-brit-bennett 

Vanity Fair: https://tinyurl.com/vanityfairbritbennett 

Vox: https://tinyurl.com/voxbritbennett 

 

The Vanishing Half is available as an e-book and an e-audiobook on Libby.  Many of the other 

books mentioned in this Guide are also available digitally from Libby or Hoopla.  Ask your Librarian 

for more information. 



Suggestions for Reading Critically                                                       

Adapted from the Library of Congress Center for the Book Guidelines 

The best stories are those that connect to human experience. They reveal an important truth, or 

provide a profound sense of kinship between reader and writer.  Searching for, identifying, and 

discussing these truths deepens the reader's appreciation of the story.  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.  Here are some suggestions on how you can become a more critical reader. 

 

Make notes and mark pages as you go.  Reading for a book discussion – whether you are the 

 leader or a participant – differs somewhat from reading purely for pleasure.  As you read a 

book in preparation for a discussion, ask questions of yourself and mark down pages to which 

you might want to refer again.  Make notes like, "Is this significant?" or "Why does the author 

include this?"  Making notes as you go slows down your reading but saves you the time of 

searching out important passages later. 

 

Ask tough questions of yourself and the book.  Don't be afraid to ask hard questions because often 

the author is presenting difficult issues for that very purpose.  Look for questions that may lead 

to in-depth conversations with your group and make the readings more meaningful. 

 

Pay attention to the author’s messages.  As with any skill, critical reading improves with practice.  

A good author uses every word in a text deliberately.  Try to be aware of what the author is 

revealing about themselves and what they want you to learn about life from their perspectives. 

 

Analyze themes.  Analyze the important themes of a story & to consider the premises with which 

the author started.  Imagine an author mulling over the beginnings of the story, asking, "what 

if" questions. 

 

Get to know the characters.  When you meet the characters in the book, place yourself at the 

 scene.  Think of them as you do the people around you.  Judge them.  Think about their faults 

and their motives.  What would it be like to interact with them?  Are the tone and style of 

their dialogue authentic?  Read portions aloud to get to know the voices of the characters. 

 

Make comparisons to other stories and works.  Compare the book to others that have a similar 

theme or style.  Often, themes run through an author's works that are more fully realized by 

comparison. Comparing one author's work to that of another can help you solidify your  

 opinions, as well as illuminate qualities you may otherwise miss. 



 

Suggested Book Discussion Questions 

 

Developed by Carol Stern, Glen Cove Public Library 

Mara Zonderman, Westhampton Free Library 

Some questions borrowed from the publisher, Penguin Random House. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1) What does “The Vanishing Half” mean in the context of the story? 

2) Kennedy (Stella’s daughter) is born with everything handed to her, Jude (Desirée’s 

daughter) with comparatively little.  What impact do their relative privileges have 

on the people they become?  How does it affect their relationships with their 

mothers and their understanding of home?  How does it influence their dynamic? 

3) Consider the various forces that shape the twins into the people they become, and 

the forces that later shape their daughters.  In the creation of an individual identity 

or sense of self, how much influence do you think comes from upbringing, class, 

geography, race, gender, or education? 

4) Many of the characters engage in a kind of performance at some point in the story.  

Kennedy makes a profession of acting, and ultimately her fans blur the line 

 between performance and reality when they confuse her with her soap opera  

 character.  Barry performs on stage in theatrical costumes that he then removes for 

 his daytime life.  Reese takes on a new wardrobe and role, but it isn’t a costume.  

 One could say that Stella’s whole adult life is a kind of performance.  What is the 

 author saying about the roles we perform in the world? 

5) Despite the fact that Stella takes on a new identity as a white woman, her past is 

always with her.  Do you agree that home never leaves you, no matter how far 

away you go? 

6) What did you think about the ending?  Were you happy to see Desirée finally leave 

Mallard? 

 



 

Suggested Book Discussion Questions, cont. 

 

7) What does it mean to live in a country that is built of racial hierarchies if the 

 categories are permeable? 

8) Stella seems so unhappy.  She’s made a choice that’s left her empty in some 

 fundamental way.  Why does she keep up the charade?  What does she have to 

 lose if she reveals her true identity? 

9) When Loretta, a black woman, moves in across the street from Stella, what does 

she represent for Stella?  What do Stella’s interactions with Loretta tell us about her 

commitment to her new identity. 

10) When did you notice cracks between the twins begin to form?  Do you understand 

why Stella made the choice she did?  Was it necessary for her to leave Desirée 

 behind?  Do you think Stella ultimately regrets her choice to pass?  Does Desirée 

 regret her choice not to pass? 

11) The town of Mallard is small in size but looms large in the personal histories of its 

residents.  How does the history of this town and its values affect the twins and 

their parents; how does it affect “outsiders” like Early and Jude?  Do you 

 understand why Desirée decides to return there as an adult? 

12) What does the depiction of Mallard say about who belongs to what communities, 

and how those communities are formed and enforced. 

13) Desirée’s job as a fingerprint analyst in Washington, DC is to use scientific methods 

to identify people through physical, genetic details.  Why do you think the author 

chose this as a profession for her character?  What is she trying to say about 

 identity and identification? 

14) Compare and contrast the love relationships in the book (Desirée and Early, Stella 

and Blake, Jude and Reese).  What are their separate relationships with the truth?  

How much does telling the truth or obscuring it play a part in the functionality of a 

relationship?  How much does the past matter? 



Silver Sparrow by Tayari Jones (2011) 

Set in a middle-class neighborhood in Atlanta in the 1980s, the novel revolves 

around James Witherspoon's two families, the public one and the secret one. When 

the daughters from each family meet and form a friendship, only one of them 

knows they are sisters. It is a relationship destined to explode when secrets are re-

vealed and illusions shattered. 

 Queen Sugar by Natalie Baszile (2014) 

Hoping for a new start when she unexpectedly inherits a sugarcane farm, Charley 

moves to Louisiana, where she confronts her grandmother's judgmental beliefs 

while balancing the farm's overwhelming challenges with the needs of her 

homesick daughter, her troubled brother, and her own yearning heart.  

If you enjoyed Brit Bennett’s The Vanishing Half... 

Look for these Fiction Picks 

Small Great Things by Jodi Picoult (2016) 

Ruth is an experienced labor nurse. After checking on a newborn, she is told that 

she's been reassigned to another patient. The parents are white supremacists and 

don't want her, an African American, to touch their child. The hospital 

complies with the request, but the next day the baby goes into cardiac arrest while 

Ruth is alone in the nursery. Does she obey orders or does she intervene?  

Passing by Nella Larsen (1929) 

Passing is a remarkable exploration of the shifting racial and sexual boundaries in 
America. Larsen, a premier writer of the Harlem Renaissance, captures the re-
wards and dangers faced by two negro women who pass for white in a deeply 
segregated world.  

A Kind of Freedom by Margaret Wilkerson Sexton (2017) 

An urgent novel that explores follows three generations of a New Orleans family 
to explore the legacy of racial disparity in the South in a poignant and redemptive 
family history, 

Cane River by Lalita Tademy (2001) 

Cane River is an isolated community that lies on a small river in central Louisiana. 

There in the early 19th century, slaves, free people of color, and Creole French 

planters lived and worked, loved and bore children. The author discovered her 

amazing heritage there and chronicles four generations of strong, determined black 

women.  



The Black Notebooks: An Interior Journey by Toi Derricotte (1997) 

Spanning twenty years, from the time the author, a light-skinned black women, 

moved into an all-white neighborhood, a journal ponders the meaning of being 

black in a racially divided country.  

Finding Grace: Two Sisters and the Search for Meaning Beyond the 
Color Line by Shirlee Taylor Haizlip (2004) 

The author describes the reunion between her African American mother and her 

aunt, who had spent her life passing for white, and describes their efforts to 

redefine their personal identities from both sides of the racial divide. 

If you enjoyed Brit Bennett’s The Vanishing Half... 

Look for these Non-Fiction Picks 

Passing Strange: A Gilded Age Tale of Love and Deception Across 
the Color Line by Martha A. Sandweiss (2009) 

Traces the secret double life of a nineteenth-century scientist and surveyor of the 
post-Civil War American West, revealing how he was able to cross color lines 
and live a second life with an African-American wife and five multi-racial 
children.  

When I Was White by Sarah Valentine (2019) 

A coming-of-age memoir trace’s the author’s childhood as a white girl in the 
suburbs of Pittsburgh before she discovered that her father was a black man, a 
revelations that transformed her sense of identity and raised questions about 
family choices. 

The Yellow House by Sarah M. Broom (2019) 

Describes the author’s upbringing in a New Orleans East shotgun house as the 

unruly 13th child of a widowed mother, tracing a century of family history and 

the impact of class, race and Hurricane Katrina on her sense of identity.  

A Chosen Exile: A History of Racial Passing in American Life by 
Allyson Vanessa Hobbs (2014) 

Countless African Americans have passed as white, leaving behind families and 

friends, roots and communities. This history of passing explores the possibilities, 

challenges, and losses that racial indeterminacy presented to men and women 

living in a country obsessed with racial distinctions.  



Between the World and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015) 

Told through the author's own evolving understanding of the subject 

over the course of his life comes a bold and personal investigation into America's 

racial history and its contemporary echoes. 

White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About 
Racism by Robin D’Angelo (2018) 

This groundbreaking book explores the counterproductive reactions white people 

have when discussing racism that serve to protect their positions and maintain 

racial inequality.  

Books on Racial Justice and Diversity 

When They Call You a Terrorist: A Black Lives Matter Memoir by 
Patrisse Kahn-Cullors and Asha Bandele (2018) 

A memoir by the co-founder of the Black Lives Matter movement explains the 

movement's position of love, humanity, and justice, challenging perspectives 

that have negatively labeled the movement's activists while calling for essential 

political changes.  

So You Want to Talk about Race by Ijeoma Oluo (2018) 

A Seattle-based writer, editor and speaker tackles the sensitive, hyper-charged ra-

cial landscape in current America, discussing the issues of privilege, police bru-

tality, intersectionality, micro-aggressions, the Black Lives Matter movement, 

and the "N" word.  

Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption by Bryan Stevenson 
(2014) 

The founder of the Equal Justice Initiative in Montgomery, Alabama recounts his 

experiences as a lawyer working to assist those desperately in need, reflecting on 

his pursuit of the ideal of compassion in American justice.  

A People’s History of the United States by Howard Zinn 

Zinn resents the history of the United States from the point of view of those who 

were exploited in the name of American progress.  



 

Contact your public library for more information about 

Long Island Reads events during 

National Library Week, April 4-10, 2021 

The Long Island Reads 2021 Committee 

Janet Schneider, Long Island Reads Nassau Chair, Peninsula Public Library 

Mara Zonderman, Long Island Reads Suffolk Chair, Westhampton Free Library 

Azurée Agnello, West Babylon Public Library 

Samantha Alberts, Suffolk Cooperative Library System 

Sue Barell, The Sea Cliff Village Library 

Lois Buonagurio, Plainview-Old Bethpage Public Library 

Deepa Chandra, The Bryant Library 

Fran Cohen, Book Talk Leader 

Donna Diamond, Book Talk Leader 

Ellen Drucker-Albert, Cold Spring Harbor Library 

Ellen Getreu, Hewlett-Woodmere Library 

Marlene Gonzalez, Middle Country Public Library 

Jocelyn Kaleita, Librarian at Large 

Deborah Kinirons, Uniondale Public Library 

Lisa Kroitor, Copiague Memorial Library 

Donna Mazovec, Huntington Public Library 

Briana Moore, Oceanside Library 

Marcia Olsen, Librarian at Large 

Jacqueline Ranaldo, Syosset Public Library 

Nicole Sherer, Nassau Library System 

Carol Stern, Glen Cove Public Library 

Sally Stieglitz, Long Island Library Resourses Council 

Rosa Todaro, Brentwood Public Library 

Reader’s Guide compiled by: Mara Zonderman, Westhampton Free Library 

 



Long Island Reads 2021 Evaluation 

 

1.  Have you read, or do you plan to read, The Vanishing Half?   Yes ___ No ___                                                      

2.  Have you visited the Long Island Reads website at www.longislandreads.org?  Yes ___ No ___ 

3. Which library do you belong to?  ________________________________________________________ 

4. Please let us know what you thought about today’s program. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Have you participated in any Long Island Reads events in the past?   Yes ____No ___  

6. Are you in a book club?   Yes ___ No ___ 

Is it a library book club or independently run? ______________________________________________ 

 

7. If you would like to suggest an author or title for Long Island Reads 2022, please do so below.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Are you a library employee?   Yes ___ No ___  

 

Do you reside in Nassau ___  Suffolk ____  or Other (please specify) ___________________________ 

 

Additional comments: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Please return this form to a member of the LI Reads Committee here today or to: 

  Mara Zonderman, Westhampton Free Library 

  7 Library Ave. 

  Westhampton Beach, NY 11977 

You can also give this form to a librarian at your home library and ask them to have it delivered. 
   

Thank you for participating in Long Island Reads! 


