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For an extended conversation with Priya Parmar about uncovering 
the secrets of the Bloomsbury Set, visit ELLE.com/priya-parmar.

[BOOKS]

TRUST US
ALL THE ONLY CHILDREN
Nobel laureate Mo Yan’s 
cinematic saga Frog (Viking) 
spans the decades in which 
couples in Communist China 
were limited to having just one 
child. The frank epistolary 
portions penned by a young 
writer nicknamed Tadpole, 
whose aunt is a controversial 
and feared midwife, lend 
startling intimacy to this 
spellbinder by the author of 
Red Sorghum, among other 
works.

SHADOWS OF INDOCHINA
The debut novel She Weeps 
Each Time You’re Born, by 
Quan Barry (Pantheon), 
conjures the chaotic yet 
magical world of young 
Rabbit, whose preternatural 
gifts help her navigate 
Vietnam’s turbulent history. 
This heroine carves out a 
place for herself in a country 
where at night, “the 
landscape incandesced like 
a scene on an ancient scroll. ”

TEN TALES OF THE HEART
Katherine Heiny’s first 
collection, Single, Carefree, 
Mellow (Knopf), is a tour de 
force about love, deception, 
friendship, and flirtation. 
Several stories feature smart, 
sexy Maya, who in the title 
story becomes love-struck by 
her dog’s veterinarian: 
“Although sometimes [her] 
heart was gone, sometimes it 
came back” with a thump “so 
hard it made her rib cage 
rattle. ”—Lisa Shea

“I honestly do not think it had ever occurred…
to any of us…that what we did was unimport-
ant,” writes the titular narrator in Priya Par-
mar’s extensively researched, diaristic new 
novel, Vanessa and Her Sister (Ballantine). Va-
nes sa is Vanessa Bell, née Stephen; her little 
sister is razor-sharp Virginia Woolf; and the 
“us” is the young, notoriously gifted Blooms-
bury Set, comprising the Stephen sisters, 
their brothers, and a handful of close friends 
 (writers Lytton Strachey and E. M. Forster 
among them). We’re introduced to them here 
as twenty somethings in 1905, the even-keeled 
painter Vanessa and the cripplingly jealous, 
unstable writer Virginia locked in a toxic, 
dependent relationship; love affairs take cen-
ter stage and elicit questions of whether art 
should be sacrificed for life; and the group 
members instruct one another to save all their 
letters because of a shared, prescient belief 
that their lives would be worthy of posterity. 

It was this belief that rewarded Parmar’s 
exhaustive, two-year-long deep dive into the 
Tate Gallery’s Bloomsbury archives before 
she began writing this novel. What she un-
covered—an impossibly cruel, almost entirely 
forgotten familial betrayal (to say more would 
require a spoiler alert)—became the central 
conflict of the story. Around that, Parmar has 
sprinkled myriad real details: In the wake of 

a family death, a hauntingly calm Virginia 
writes to a friend as if the man is still alive; 
Vanessa, with modern self-awareness, tells a 
suitor to leave for a year because she might 
like him more if he were less available. 

In writing about the Stephens pre-fame, 
Parmar has captured a thrilling, terrifying 
feeling of infinite possibility, reimagining an 
intimate time when these future icons are still 
“living on the borrowed fuel of potential and 
so far have not left deep footprints,” as the 
26-year-old Vanessa muses early in the novel. 
“Maybe how we live our lives is the grand
experiment? Mixing company, 
throwing out customs, using 
first names, waiting to marry, 
ignoring the rules, and choosing 
what to care about,” she writes. 
“Is that why we matter?” 

“It’s not stealing unless you leave the store,” 
a shoplifting Gwen Needle tells her parents, 
“and they caught me before that.” This—not 
just theft, but the question of what is and what 
could be—is central to the dark and hilarious 
We Are Pirates (Bloomsbury), Daniel Handler’s 
arresting new novel, set in modern-day San 
Francisco. Handler, of Lemony Snicket fame, 
is a master of quiet suspense. Fourteen-year-
old Gwen is saddled with a best friend drip-
ping with venomous hostility and parents who 
 oppress and embarrass her. Her father, Phil, is 

a radio producer in a 
lackluster marriage. 

Gwen and Phil 
both  yearn for some-
thing more, and 
both, as the story’s 
propeller is set in 
motion, are granted 
their wish: Gwen 

meets the fascinating Amber, “Gwen’s age prob-
ably, dressed better,” who steals things too and 
tells Gwen that “they are wrong, your parents,” 
about so many things; Phil acquires an assis-
tant half his age who leaves dirty stories about 
him on her office computer and begins a work 
trip by saying nonchalantly, “I packed light, 
just underwear, et cetera.”  Simultaneously, the 
pairs set out on voyages (one by land, one by 
sea) that will become an interwoven tale about 
possibility, the power of storytelling, memory’s 
fallibility, and, of course, pirates. 

In true Handler fashion, what begins as a 
story about family members struggling to un-
derstand and tolerate one another escalates 
into a shocking barrage of violence and loss. 
Yet  despite the endless miscommunication 
that pervades the novel, what drives We Are 
 Pirates is a current of love, and 
Handler’s strangely beautiful 
ability to show how, even in a 
chaotic world, our lives have 
a way of converging if only we 
stop to notice.—K.W. Handler

Parmar
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SISTER DEAREST
A novel illuminates Virginia 
Woolf’s backstory from a striking 
perspective  By Keziah Weir
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