
Plants make excellent metaphors. Seeds can wait 
years for the right sprouting conditions; saplings 
strive for light; trees form symbiotic relationships 
with other organisms and struggle to reproduce. 
In her deeply affecting memoir, Lab Girl (Knopf), 
the pioneering geobiologist Hope Jahren exploits 
her study subjects, which range from fossil seeds 
to conifer forests, to limn her journey as an inse-
cure young scientist through anxiety to full-blown, 
head-banging mania—and then meds, medals, and 
professional and personal fulfillment.

Raised in a cold and silent Scandinavian house-
hold “under too much shade,” Jahren recognized 
as an undergrad that science would be her true 
home—a place of safety, warmth, and light. In sci-
ence, she could be part of something larger than 
herself. A belletrist in the mold of Oliver Sacks, she 
is terrific at showing just how science is done: the 
painstaking hours in the lab, where she analyzes 
plant isotopes to deduce earth’s climatic history; the 
drudgery of the field; and the never-ending quest to 
secure funding. But her prose reaches another di-
mension when she describes her remarkable rela-
tionship with a lab guy, a self-hating undergraduate 
loner named Bill. The research partners dig holes, 
gather soil samples, battle personal demons, and 

keep each other grounded. (Bill tells Jahren, who is 
bent on revisiting a cheesy roadside attraction, that 
his enjoyment of the place “is compromised by your 
babbling about Greek crap, which starts earlier and 
earlier during each trip, by the way.”) 	

Jahren’s writing is precise, as befits a scientist 
who also loves words. She’s an acute observer, 
prickly, and funny as hell. Lab Girl does have one 
flaw: Jahren feels perpetually dissed by male scien-
tists, but she offers little empirical evidence of gen-
der bias. Yes, sexism in the field abounds, but with-
out actually showing this, Jahren misses a chance 
to enlighten readers who may presume those days 
are long gone.

Lab Girl is a totally original work, both fierce and 
uplifting. And so we indulge in the author’s exuber-
ance with botanical metaphors. She’s living (and 
much-lauded) proof that people, like seeds, some-
times need a little help—so that “in the right place, 
under the right conditions, you can finally stretch 
out into what you’re supposed to be.” 
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EVERYDAY SEXISM
LAURA BATES
(Thomas Dunne)
An analog manifes-
tation of Bates’s four-
years-and-counting 
social media project, 
which has garnered 
250,000 followers 
and encouraged 
thousands of women in 25 coun-
tries to write in with their alarming 
first-person anecdotes, Everyday 
Sexism offers, as one reader puts 
it, “a perturbing glimpse of how 
sexism remains a social and cultur-
al reality—and how both sexes can 
raise awareness.” Readers agree: 
This is an important, eye-opening 
addition to the feminist canon.

GIRLS & SEX
PEGGY ORENSTEIN
(Harper)
Using her interviews 
with more than 70 
women between the 
ages of 15 and 20, 
Orenstein presents 
an intimate view of 
the sex lives of young 
women in the United States. While 
revealing disturbing common 
threads—a lack of sex educa-
tion, a reliance on conventional 
gender roles, internal and external 
pressures—Orenstein brings levity 
to this fraught topic, replacing the 
age-old baseball metaphor (first, 
third, home) with…pizza eating! 
Everyone can pick their toppings—
and everyone dines happy.

BECAUSE OF SEX
GILLIAN THOMAS
(St. Martin’s Press)
Thomas revisits 10 
Supreme Court cases 
that changed the 
workplace for Amer-
ican women. From 
describing a wom-
an’s fight to become 
a prison guard in the 1970s to 
detailing a 2015 case against the 
United Parcel Service regarding 
the rights of a pregnant employ-
ee, “giving faces to the names 
of women who brought these 
cases,” says one reader, “makes 
this book remarkable beyond the 
important historical perspective it 
offers.”—K.W.

THE ELLE’S 
LETTRES 2016

Fifteen ELLE readers choose 
their favorite among three 
promising new books—this 
month, let’s talk about sex

“I am promising that I’ll work as hard 
as I’ve ever worked on anything to 
try and make good,” middle-aged 
Leo Plumb entreats his brother, Jack, 
and sisters, Beatrice and Melody. 
“I’m asking you to trust me.” Given 
that the charismatic Leo has recently 
jeopardized the family’s soon-to-
be-disbursed trust fund—pet-named 
“The Nest” by the quartet of siblings—
through a drug-and-alcohol- 
induced car accident, his family feels 
less than confident about his ability 
to rectify the situation. Melody, an 
anxious mother of twin girls; Jack, an 
antiques dealer concealing debt from 
his longtime partner, Walker; and Be-
atrice, a failed novelist, have all been 

living beyond their means, literally 
banking on their hotly anticipated 
lump sums. 

It’s rare to find a novel as guiltily 
entertaining as it is profound, but The 
Nest (Ecco), Cynthia D’Aprix Swee-
ney’s engrossing debut, is one such 
book. Enshrined in dark 
comedy that reaches 
near-satirical heights, 
this voyeuristic read has 
all the fun of a good 
Netflix binge and obeys 
Tolstoy’s maxim about 
happy families to a T. 
The New York–dwelling 
Plumbs are deliciously 
distinctive in their un-
happiness—though their 
nonmonetary life con-
cerns are universally re-
latable. Sweeney, a New 

York–to–L.A. transplant who counts 
Transparent creator Jill Soloway as 
a member of her close-knit, self-de-
scribed moms-who-write network, 
has done the difficult: create a tangle 
of finicky characters as empathetic 
and compelling as they are flawed. As 

one of Melody’s teenage 
daughters says of the 
elder Plumbs, “They’re not 
close, but it’s complicated. 
They’re all kind of weird.” 

Her friend’s response 
likely mirrors the author’s 
own stance on the subject: 
Isn’t everyone? Sweeney 
is a keen interpreter of hu-
man quirks, and her close-
ups deftly get at that most 
intrinsically vulnerable 
condition: trust—be it fund, 
familial, or otherwise.

ALL HAPPY FAMILIES
TRUST, IN MANY FORMS. 
BY KEZIAH WEIR

A biologist’s natural history of her sub-
jects, and herself. By Elizabeth Royte
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Krista Tippett, the Peabody Award–winning host of 
public radio’s pioneering program On Being, calls her 
revered, far-reaching interviews over the last 15 years 
with a who’s who of illuminati in theology, science, 
and the arts—the Dalai Lama, the poet Mary Oliver, 
and the physicist Brian Greene among them—“listen-
ing for a living.” In her new book, Becoming Wise: An  
Inquiry Into the Mystery and Art of Living (Penguin 
Press), Tippett, who grew up Christian in tiny Shaw-
nee, Oklahoma, reflects on the evolving interplay be-
tween spirituality, technology, and what it 
means to be human. She writes, “We tried 
to retire mystery in the West in the last 
few hundred years and enshrined reality’s 
sharp edges instead—solutions and plans 
and ideologies; communism and fascism 
and colonialism. In our somewhat chas-
tened age, we’re circling back to the under-
lying reality that was there all along: the 
human condition, in all its mess and glory, 
remains the ground on which all of our 
ambitions flourish or crash.” Here, we put 
a few questions to the Master Asker.

ELLE: For years you’ve been framing 
bold new discussions around what had 
become musty old subjects, like ethics 
and wisdom, and connecting them to 
how we live today. How did you begin?
KRISTA TIPPETT: My turning back to reli-
gion came in the late 1980s after years 
of living in Berlin as a journalist cover-
ing diplomacy and politics. It did not 
satisfy me. I got fascinated by the part 
of life that tries to define how we strat-
egize our lives, our plans. I realized that 
the questions that interested me were 
the spiritual ones that theologians ask. 
Tough-minded spirituality is important 
to me. It’s not fluffy and abstract. It is 
real. Hope is a muscular thing.
ELLE: Who are some of the people that 
you’ve most enjoyed interviewing?
KT: They would all need their own es-
says! I love people who combine au-
dacity with practicality. I talk to a lot of 
scientists and physicists. I have listened 
to a brain surgeon talking about wheth-

er praying affects health. My approach is to shine a 
light where people are getting it right, where new ideas 
about human possibilities are being born.
ELLE: Your book delves into how pervasively technol-
ogy is embedded—for good and ill—in our everyday 
lives, and how that connects to spiritual questions.
KT: The pace of change brought about by technology is 
something that our aching brains can’t keep up with. 
But we have tools—spiritual technology—that can help 
us get a grip. Developing conscious awareness and in-
tention helps us step back and calm ourselves.
ELLE: Is there a place in your purview for practitioners 
of the occult, mediums, palm readers, soothsayers, 
witch doctors, and the like?
KT: People I love and revere use mediums, et cetera. I 
write in my book about an absolutely stunning experi-
ence I had with a woman who “reads stones.” There’s 
some mystery here that I honor. I think it has some-
thing to do with people having gifts of healing and 
seeing; whatever they did would be transformative. 
They could be doctors or massage therapists or pastors 

or rabbis, and we’d be more comfortable 
calling them wise and gifted.
ELLE: Why have you made radio your 
broadcast home versus TV? 
KT: I think radio is magical; I’ve never  
been tempted by TV. All that visual 
stimulation means less substance is 
possible on other levels. Radio is at once 
individual and communal, intellectual 
and emotional. It’s actually more visu-
al than TV, because the pictures come 
from inside your own head, your mem-
ories, your imagination. Radio makes 
room for silence and for mystery.

TRUST US
THEY CAME IN THROUGH 
THE BATHROOM 
WINDOW
Christine Reilly’s de-
but novel, Sunday’s 
on the Phone to 
Monday (Touch-
stone), is a sharply 
observed and 
bittersweet family 
romance with a rock 
’n’ roll heart, set in 
New York City from the 1990s to 
today. Three very unalike sisters, 
Natasha, Lucy, and Carly, struggle 
to grow up with, and alongside, 
their ex-hippie parents, music- 
store owners who had fallen in 
love “easily, and perhaps this was 
a result of keenness, greenness, 
a furious thirst.” Reilly’s dreamy, 
slipstream style dazzles.

CALLING DAVID CASSIDY
Jodi Picoult, James 
Franco, and Stephen 
King are among  
the starry-eyed 
standouts in Crush: 
Writers Reflect on 
Love, Longing, and 
the Lasting Power 
of Their First Celeb-
rity Crush (William 
Morrow). In “Start Me Up,” journal-
ist Hanna Rosin recounts how she 
fell hard at age 10 for a then lus-
cious, androgynous-looking rock 
royal, Mick Jagger, confessing, “To 
this day…the first thing I do when 
I meet a man: I look for the girl in 
there, even if she’s deeply hidden.” 
These monster crushes, the editors 
write, remind us of “when anything 
and everything was both possible 
and futile.”

READING WAS RADICAL
“The woman 
who reads has 
a complicated 
history,” writes 
Karen Joy Fowler 
in her provocative 
foreword to Women 
Who Read Are 
Dangerous  
(Abbeville Press), a lavish art book 
featuring 63 photographs and paint-
ings of women readers, from saints 
and society figures to sad-eyed 
solitaries, scandalous dames, and 
sweet-faced sisters. Curated and ed-
ited by Stefan Bollmann, the volume 
spans from the Italian Renaissance 
to the late twentieth century. Check 
out Eve Arnold’s stereotype-busting 
photo of Marilyn Monroe, in a bikini 
and patent leather loafers, hunched 
over a copy of Ulysses.—Lisa Shea
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Krista Tippett asks the big  
questions—for a living, and in 
her new memoir. By Lisa Shea
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