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And just as I drifted off to sleep, I heard her words fl oat in with the breeze, 

“It’s how we survive the hurts in life that brings us strength and gives us 

our beauty.”

tWelve-YeAR-old CeeCee Honeycutt knows about hurts all too well. 
She lives in a home where shocking events and misery are daily occurrences. 
CeeCee’s mother, Camille, is lost in a psychotic fantasy world where she’s still 
a young beauty queen in search of the parade to fame. With a father who 
purposefully spends very little time at home, it falls to CeeCee to take on the 
exhausting role of caregiver for her mother, who has become the laughingstock 
of the entire town. 

Then one day Camille is struck and killed by an ice cream truck. What 
will CeeCee do? Who will take care of her? Certainly not her father, whom she 
blames for allowing the situation to spin so wildly out of control. Her only 
friend, an elderly neighbor, is in no position to help. So where is CeeCee to go?

 The answer arrives when a vintage automobile roars into the driveway. 
The driver is Tootie Caldwell, a great-aunt from Savannah, who CeeCee’s never 
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even heard of. Upon entering the house, Tootie instantly senses that something 
is terribly wrong. She volunteers to take CeeCee back to Georgia, and CeeCee’s 
father eagerly agrees. As unthinkable as the relinquishment of his daughter 
seems, it just might prove to be the greatest gift he could give her. With nothing 
but a few meager possessions, CeeCee climbs into her aunt’s car. As they head 
south, CeeCee observes:

I had no idea where we were, and to be honest, I don’t think Aunt Tootie 

did, either. All I knew was that I was flying through the night in a fancy 

car with a woman who showed up out of nowhere and offered to take me, 

messed-up life and all, to a place called Savannah.

The beautiful world Aunt Tootie has created in Savannah leaves CeeCee 
wonderstruck, as does Tootie’s coterie of eccentric friends—including Oletta, 
the housekeeper famous for her wise reflections on life and her gooey-sweet 
homemade cinnamon rolls, and Miz Thelma Rae Goodpepper, the stunning 
nextdoor neighbor with a taste for the exotic. A summer filled with adventure 
ensues, and the lessons learned from these fascinating and diverse women help 
CeeCee take her first timid steps toward becoming a normal little girl. 

With lots of love and laughter and some good old-fashioned fun 
(sometimes at the expense of a local busybody and her curiously missing 
brassiere), CeeCee begins to heal. Just when her life opens like the promise of a 
brand-new day, a visit to a peach farm unleashes locked-away memories, and the 
truth of her mother’s final hours sends CeeCee spiraling into a crisis. 

But Aunt Tootie and Oletta know all about pain and unresolved grief, and 
with their loving guidance, CeeCee begins sorting through the events of her 
childhood. Little by little she discovers a few good memories of her mother 
hiding in the ruins. Those memories help CeeCee come to terms with her past, 
and finally she’s free to begin a new life where she can bloom.

Beth Hoffman was the president and co-owner of a major interior 
design studio in Cincinnati, Ohio. She sold her portion of the business to pursue 
writing full time. She lives in a quaint historic district in northern Kentucky, 
with her husband and three very smart cats. This is her first novel.
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1. In another writer’s hands, the depiction of Camille’s mental illness might come 

across as humorous or even callous. But you portray her illness with respect. How 

did you keep that balance? Was that aspect of the book difficult to write? 

As ill as Camille was, I saw her as a woman who still possessed threads of a 
likable personality. Beneath her wild escapades and psychotic interludes was 
a young woman with a wounded soul. Honoring Camille’s fragile humanness 
allowed me to write about her with empathy and respect. Was Camille a difficult 
character to write about? Surprisingly, no. From the moment she first entered 
my imagination, there was an undeniable humor in her pain, and, conversely, 
there was heartbreaking sadness in her fleeting moments of joy. I took those 
diametrically opposed elements to the edge by creating the sense of bittersweet 
release in Camille’s death.

2. Do you, like CeeCee, have an appetite for reading? What are some of your 

favorite books and authors? Are there books you read again and again?

Yes, words are to me what a steak is to a hungry dog. I cannot go to sleep at 
night without reading for at least an hour. My taste is eclectic, but I’m most 
drawn to character-driven fiction. I have too many favorite authors to list, but a 
few of them are Pat Conroy, Carol Shields, Kim Edwards, Bailey White, Arturo 
Pérez-Reverte, and Amy Tan.

The books I’ve read more than once are The Prince of Tides, Mama Makes 

Up Her Mind, Roxanna Slade, Cider with Rosie, Illusions, and The Hundred Secret 

Senses. I suspect I’ll read The Help by Kathryn Stockett again, too.

3. As we get to Savannah, the setting of your book springs to vivid life. Why did you 

choose to set your book in the South? Why did you choose to set it in the late 1960s?

The characters actually chose the era of my story. They lived in a time when life 
was simpler—there were no computers or cell phones and certainly no reality 
TV shows! Not only did I want my book to have believably eccentric characters, 
but I wanted it to have multicultural characters, too. And where other than the 
American South could a little Northern girl so profoundly connect with an 
African American housekeeper? 

My admiration for Southern architecture and gardens, combined with my 
background in interior design, made the setting of Savannah a natural choice. 

§
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Most important, without the beauty and graciousness of Aunt Tootie’s world, 
CeeCee’s story could have run the risk of becoming somber. It’s the contrast 
of light to dark, joy to sorrow, and humor to sadness that gives the story its 
balance.

4. Aunt Tootie is very active in preserving historic Savannah houses, even saving 

them from demolition. Why did you choose to make this a major part of her 

character? Is this subject near and dear to you?

Aunt Tootie is a woman in her midsixties who sparkles with joie de vivre—it 
was imperative that she never come across as a lamenting widow. She needed 
to possess an inner fire—a cause that was for the betterment of the community 
and the city that she so dearly loved. By making her an active member of the 
Historic Savannah Foundation, it gave me the opportunity to weave details 
of beautiful old homes into the story. Plus it was important for CeeCee to 
experience her aunt’s zest and to recognize that there are more important things 
in life than wallowing in past injustices and self-pity.

Like Tootie, I’ve always loved old homes—especially those Southern 
beauties built from 1780 to 1910. When I enter a grand old home, I get the 
chills just thinking about all the mysteries and family histories that took place 
within those thickly plastered walls. Many years ago I read the story of how 
seven women banded together and founded the Historic Savannah Foundation. 
I joined their spirit of historic preservation, purchased a big old Southern 
home, and rehabbed it top to bottom. I’m also a member of several historic 
preservation organizations, including the Historic Savannah Foundation, the 
Historic Charleston Foundation, the Kentucky Historical Society, and the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation. As I began writing about Tootie’s life 
in Savannah, it seemed fitting that she would be an active member of such an 
important foundation. 

5. How did the idea for Saving CeeCee Honeycutt come about? How long did it 

take you to write it?

From the day I typed chapter one to the day I completed my query letter to 
literary agents, it was almost exactly four years—more than three years to write 
the book and a solid nine months of editing.

The core of my novel was inspired by the summer I visited my great-aunt 
Mildred in Danville, Kentucky, when I was a little girl. Her home was a gorgeous 
old Greek Revival, and when I first saw it, I literally gasped—I had just entered 
a world I never knew existed. I was awed by the lush gardens and the genteel 
lifestyle. But what struck me most were the lovely manners that Southerners 
possessed. People on the street would nod and say, “How-de-do,” and, “Isn’t 
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this a lovely day?” whenever they’d pass by. It was so different from how people 
behaved in my Northern hometown.

The world my aunt created was magic—extraordinary antiques were used 
and enjoyed instead of protected, her Scottish terriers chased freely across 
spectacular Oriental rugs, and laughter was the song at the supper table. Her 
home was a place of beauty and joy. She was a true Southern lady. She not only 
possessed charm and grace, but she was also an accomplished, highly educated 
woman who gave freely of herself to her family, friends, and community. And, 
oh, was she ever witty! Each night of my visit I’d lie in bed and dream that I 
lived with my great-aunt. And though that dream never materialized, it inspired 

the writing of Saving CeeCee Honeycutt. 

6. Are any of the characters based on people you’ve known? 

Aunt Tootie is based to an extent on my great-aunt Mildred, but all the other 
characters are products of my imagination combined with snippets of people 
I’ve known or observed throughout my life. 

7. What do you think the heart of this book is? What’s the one thing you want 

people to take away from reading it?

What I’m most touched by is how everyone who reads CeeCee’s story comes 
away with a different feeling. Though I didn’t realize it at the time of writing my 
novel, there seems to be something universal in the story that appeals to a wide 
audience from varied cultures—from Italy to Israel to France and beyond. I 
believe the heart of the book is threefold: It’s about the capacity for forgiveness, 
being awake to the magic in everyday life, and embracing a childlike spirit 
whether you’re twelve or ninety-two.

8. What’s your writing process? Is there a particular place you like to go or a time of 

day when you find yourself best able to write? Do you have any words of advice for 

aspiring novelists?

I have a library/writing studio in my home. It’s a wonderful room, with a 
fireplace, bookshelves, and lots of natural light. I’m very disciplined—I write six 
days a week. When the muse is with me, I’ll write from morning late into the 
night.

Do I have words of advice for aspiring novelists? Yes. Read! Gobble up the 
written word until you’re stuffed. Observe the subtleties in the world around 
you. Write from your heart, and always remain open to possibilities. How 
your story wants to evolve might be quite different from what you originally 
intended. Imagination is the life force of a writer. Don’t get in its way, but don’t 
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let it take you from the sublime to the ridiculous, either.
When you’ve typed “The End” and think you’ve got a bona fide novel in 

your hands, I can guarantee that you don’t. Not yet. So don’t lay rubber on the 
road to get your masterpiece to the post office. Instead, take a week off, then 
go back with fresh eyes and edit your entire manuscript with a ruthless hand. I 
highly recommend editing a manuscript no fewer than four times. When you 
finally believe you’ve created something special, it’s time to write a killer query 

letter—and I mean killer! If you can’t make the hairs on a literary agent’s arms 
stand up with your one-page query, then she/he will never read your sample 
pages. “You never get a second chance to make a first impression.” Nowhere is 
that old adage truer than in the publishing business. 

9. What are you working on now?

I’m delighted to say that more eccentric characters are demanding that I hear 
their stories. This is the process I love—when out of nowhere an idea for a story 
begins to take form, followed by the distinct voices of the characters. My next 
work will certainly be a Southern novel, and I believe the primary setting will be 
in Charleston, South Carolina. 

1. CeeCee tries to escape from the harsh reality of her life by turning to books. 
When did your own love of reading develop? Did a particular person or event 
inspire it? What were some books you loved as a child? 

2. Camille’s illness left CeeCee filled with shame and despair. Do you think if she 
had told Mrs. Odell more of what went on inside the house that the elderly 
woman could have done something? If so, what? Were there any incidents in 
your youth that brought you shame or that you were afraid to discuss with an 
adult?

3. This book highlights comparisons between the North and South. What do 
you think accounts for the differences—perceived or otherwise—between 
people who live on either side of the Mason-Dixon Line?

§
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4. As the story unfolds, a remarkable relationship develops between Oletta and 
CeeCee—Oletta becomes the stable and wise mother CeeCee never had, and 
CeeCee fills the place in Oletta’s heart left vacant by the untimely death of her 
daughter. Has anyone ever unexpectedly arrived in your life and filled a void? 
Have you ever filled a void in someone else?

5. After the attack at the beach, Oletta tells CeeCee she must “reclaim her power” 
to overcome her fears. What are some times in your life when you had to 
stand up to reclaim your own power? How did you go about it?

6. Forgiveness is an underlying theme in CeeCee’s story. By eventually forgiving 
her parents, she frees herself to begin a new life. What people have you 
forgiven, and how hard was it to do? What were the rewards?

7. Aunt Tootie and all her friends make an art out of making people feel 
welcome. How do the various women welcome CeeCee into their ranks? What 
about their welcome for Mrs. Odell? What are some particular times when 
you’ve received a warm welcome? What about the opposite?

8. The incident at the peach farm followed by the days CeeCee spends in 
recovery mark a poignant turning point in her life. Has there ever been a time 
when you faced your own turning point? Was there anyone who helped you? 
What gifts were waiting for you at the end of your journey?

9. When Aunt Tootie tells CeeCee that she’s “a very popular lady,” it has a 
profound effect on her. What are some other times in the book when CeeCee 
takes an adult’s words to heart—good and bad? What are some particularly 
memorable things that were said to you as a child—positive or negative? 

10. At several key moments in the story, CeeCee finds that her Life Book is being 
revised. Are there any other words or terms for “Life Book” that you’ve heard? 
What are some moments in your life when you knew an indelible memory 
was being made? When was the last time you recall thinking, “I’ll remember 
this forever”?
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The Book of Fires
JAne BoRodAle 

it is novemBeR 1752, and Agnes—the daughter of a poor laboring 
family living in the English countryside—is helping in preparations for their 
annual pig slaughter. While she works, Agnes muses, “I do what girls do: stir the 
pots, feed the hens, slap the wind from the babies, make soap, make threepence 
go further” (p. 4). Agnes is a skilled weaver gifted with both beauty and natural 
intelligence but knows she can expect little out of life beyond a repetition of her 
mother’s bleak existence—until an act of brutality causes her to leave everything 
she knows behind.

Two months earlier, Agnes had been accosted by John Glincy, a fellow 
villager and her would-be suitor. Agnes is unsure if she somehow invited the 
attack and tells no one—even after she realizes she is pregnant. Her mother 
is too preoccupied with her own many cares to notice the subtle changes in 
her daughter, but Agnes knows her condition cannot go undetected for long. 
When she unexpectedly stumbles upon a recently deceased neighbor (and her 
jar of gold coins) she knows she has found the means to spare her family from 
disgrace and set herself free.
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In the lull following a local feast, Agnes slips away to catch the carrier to 
London. Her relief, however, is short-lived. She has escaped certain unhappiness 
only to expose herself to a host of unknown dangers, including the threat of 
the gallows, should her theft be discovered. Despite her attempts to keep a low 
profile, Agnes attracts the attentions of Lettice Talbot, an engaging and well-
dressed fellow passenger. 

At first, Agnes is grateful to be taken under the sophisticated young 
woman’s protection. But again, relief turns to despair when the two are 
separated in the London bustle and she loses the slip of paper bearing the name 
of her new friend’s lodging house. Terrified and alone as night begins to fall on 
the menacing streets of London, Agnes finds herself drawn to “a curious sign . . . 
a painted picture of a squat man covered in leaves holding a bright star” (p. 65). 

The sign advertises the establishment of Mr. J. Blacklock, a brooding 
widower and maker of fireworks. Emboldened by fear, Agnes convinces him 
to give her work, and she becomes his assistant. The work is exacting but 
holds her in thrall. Her nimble fingers and eagerness to learn soon make her 
indispensable to Blacklock, and she settles into his peculiar household. While 
hiding the pregnancy as best she can, Agnes desperately schemes to save herself 
from ruin and find Lettice, who, it turns out, is not at all what she seems. But it 
is Blacklock’s own secrets that will change Agnes’s life forever. 

Following the wondrous journey of one remarkable young woman’s 

coming-of-age in eighteenth-century England, The Book of Fires will captivate 
anyone who enjoys intelligent and meticulously researched historical fiction. 
Jane Borodale’s stunning literary debut is an evocative tale filled with mystery 
and brilliance.

Jane Borodale is an artist and writer. She is currently Leverhulme Artist 
in Residence at the Weald and Downland Open Air Museum in Sussex and lives 
in the West Country with her husband and two children. This is her first novel.
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1. You have a fine arts background, including a master’s degree in site-specific 

sculpture. Is there a relationship between your artwork and your writing? 

I think I’m always trying to set up resonances between atmospheres or textures, 
whatever the method or medium. I’m interested in exploring the way that our 
emotional experience is at least partly shaped by the  physicality and the sensual 
detail of the world we encounter. While at art school I began writing as a key 
component for my sculptural work. I’ve made sculptures or installations with 
peat, plant oil, gold leaf, lime, latex, printing ink, all in conjunction with short 
passages of narrative text or the spoken voice.

2. Have fireworks ever played a role in your artwork?

No! But fire has, as a source of light and energy. Fire offers a metaphor for 
so much. And I’ve always been intrigued by chemistry, by the way that one 
substance can be transformed by being juxtaposed or combined with another, 
that near-alchemical potency of materials.

3. You preface the book “with thoughts spared for all those condemned to death by 

hanging at Tyburn.” Were they your primary inspiration for Agnes’s story? Is she 

modeled on any historical figures or literary heroines?

I was appalled by the severity of punishment dealt in the eighteenth century for 
even very minor crimes, and as I wrote I found increasingly that I felt for the 
underdog, for those without property or opportunity against whom the odds 
were gravely stacked. I drew on real trials at the Old Bailey, the hangings of 
real individuals, for those described in Mrs. Blight’s pamphlets, and it felt very 
important to acknowledge their stories, which I called attention to not for the 
purposes of entertainment but as a stark reminder of how recently it was that 
society valued property above human life.

I am interested in archetypes, and in some ways Agnes’s plight is a familiar 
tale—women have always faced those adverse conditions. But her character 
came to me from the Sussex landscape that she grew up in. The distinctive 
qualities of the chalk downland—their uncompromising plainness of beauty 
and quiet strength—seemed to suggest how she might be, though I’m not sure 
that I was fully aware of it until I’d finished the first draft.

§
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4. Your novel has tremendous historical verisimilitude. Clearly, you’ve studied 

the era. What was the most interesting thing you uncovered in the course of your 

research?

I found the richness of the history of the development of pyrotechny utterly 
fascinating. For centuries fireworks had burned with what was essentially white 
fire, but early pyrotechnists constantly sought the means to produce a greater 
variety of flames and sparks, and colored fire. With a fuller understanding 
of chemistry gathering pace in the second half of the century (including the 
discovery of the volatile potassium chlorate in the 1780s, which finally made 
a range of colored fire possible), it must have been a thrilling, challenging 
time to be a pyrotechnist. So much of it is left to the imagination to conjure 
as few formulae were written down, but there are early-nineteenth-century 
works that build on this knowledge, and it was exciting to be able to look at 
printed pamphlets in the British Library—dog-eared working books with dirty 
thumbprints, their devisers all borrowed ideas and methods from each other, 
often at the expense of accuracy.

5. Joe Thomazin is a literally mute but persistent presence throughout the novel. 

What is his role?

He is the silent watcher—a conscience embodied and the small wild spirit that 
remains as other or unknown until he breaks out into childishness near the end. 
He is there to highlight Agnes’s maternal instinct and to cast light on another 
outcome for unwanted children of the period. And as the close observer of 
all that occurs in the workshop, Joe Thomazin also holds the key to a deeper 
understanding of Blacklock’s skills and of his character, which will be a valuable 
asset to Agnes in the future.

6. The relationship between Agnes and Blacklock is masterfully portrayed. Could 

you give us some insight into how you see Blacklock’s feelings for Agnes evolve over 

the course of the novel? 

John Blacklock recognizes something in Agnes right from the start when she 
turns up on his doorstep. At first he believes that she reminds him of his dead 
wife, and then gradually he comes to see something of himself in her, not in 
a narcissistic way, but as a kindred spirit. Her sudden arrival and then her 
persistent, inquisitive nature jolts him out of his state of grief and kindles a need 
for progress inside him. Their developing relationship is articulated through 
the progress of their pyrotechny work while their mutual reserve and emotional 
clumsiness present a series of missed opportunities for their love to blossom.
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7. You eschew a traditional romantic ending for Agnes. Why? Do you believe that, 

in her time, at least, a single woman could attain greater success and happiness?

First I would say that I’m not always in favor of neatness at the end of stories— 
it can feel faintly untruthful and not enough like life. That was my primary 
motivation for the conclusion (or beginning) that I give to Agnes. And because 
a new love that is cut short can always remain perfect and untouchable in 
memory, perhaps it was more of a gift for Agnes that way. The inner, animal 
experience of love and its emotional costs or rewards presumably hasn’t 
changed so very much through the centuries. But practically speaking, and 
specifically in terms of fulfillment in business and enterprise, marriage in the 
eighteenth century had very different ramifications for women. Married and 
with husband alive the property of the wife became automatically his, or at least 
under his legal control. But widowhood crucially gave wives freedom—full and 
independent control over their own property and respect and status in society 
that they would never have had unwed. I was surprised to discover that there 
were women, particularly at the lower rungs of the middle classes, who had 
control of their own businesses, and not necessarily limited to those associated 
with female activity, such as dressmaking or laundry. I came across tantalizing 
mentions of women like Mary Clitherow, a firework maker in London, and 
Elizabeth Grief, a master gunflint maker in Suffolk, who took an apprentice. 
Here and there, women were already in occupations that might be thought of as 
traditionally male.

8. Who are some of your literary influences?

Deep-seated literary influences probably come from what is read as a teenager, 
when the internal doors are wide open. Those are the books that settle in you, 
as a kind of silt that gets into your being, no matter how hard you might try to 
reject or deny them later. Key books for me were by Thomas Hardy and D. H. 
Lawrence for the spirit of place that they convey, Virginia Woolf for her internal 
human complexity, John Keats for his delight in the physical world combined 
with that melancholic sense of longing, Federico García Lorca for his rhythm 

and sense of the darkness of nature and of the spirit and his idea of duende. Also 
Alexander Pushkin, Geoffrey Hill, David Jones. Now, though, when I’m thinking 
of structure I look to the music of Bach. Visual artists whose work I respect 
would include Joseph Beuys, Rebecca Horn, Wolfgang Laib, and Anish Kapoor, 
who use the poetry of substances or matter to set up resonances or narrative 
patterns. Also writers who examine the overlap between the physical world and 
that of the imagination or the emotions, such as the phenomenologist Gaston 
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Bachelard, or the concrete poets of the 1950s, through to Ian Hamilton Finlay, 
who placed words directly into the landscape itself. But possibly my greatest 
debt is to C. T. Onions, editor of the 1947 edition of the Shorter Oxford English 
Dictionary, which my husband bought me in a secondhand bookshop years ago, 
as scarcely a day goes by without my referring to it. 

1. Discuss the symbolism of the Trussels’ pig.

2. Does John Glincy—or any man who forcibly impregnates a woman—have a 
just claim over the child?

3. What do you think might have happened to Agnes had she not lost Lettice 
Talbot’s address? Did Lettice’s occupation condemn her to her tragic end or 
was she just a victim of unfortunate circumstances?

4. Mrs. Blight amuses herself by reading and gossiping about the execution of 
criminals at Tyburn, but she was not alone. Cheering crowds attended most 
of the hangings, and many more followed the proceedings. What, if anything, 
has changed in society so that this sort of behavior is now considered ghoulish 
and unsavory? 

5. Today, we take fireworks for granted. But in Agnes’s time, they were magical 
spectacles reserved only for the very rich. Is there anything comparable in 
contemporary life or has entertainment—if not society itself—become more 
egalitarian?

6. Would Agnes have been happier if she’d successfully tricked Cornelius Soul 
into marrying her or if she’d remained in Sussex and married John Glincy?

§
questions for discussion
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7. Does the fact that Mrs. Mellin was dead and/or that the coins were counterfeit 
affect your opinion of Agnes’s theft?

8. Mary Spurren’s lot was common for a poor city girl living in Agnes’s era— 
far more common than Agnes’s own. How did your understanding of Mary 
change throughout the novel? 

9. One could easily imagine Agnes’s story being set in the present-day and Agnes 
being just another teenage runaway/mother. Do you think circumstances have 
improved much for girls impregnated with an unwanted child?



16

divisiBle onlY BY one and themselves, prime numbers stand in stark 
contrast to natural numbers, upending the orderly logic of mathematics. They 
are strange, solitary, and disruptive. Like prime numbers, Mattia and Alice are 
also oddities, united in their loneliness, adrift in the normal world. Unable to 
fi t in with anyone else, Alice and Mattia are kindred spirits, each bearing the 
burden of physical and psychological injuries from their childhood. Alice walks 
with a limp, the result of a skiing accident, and, painfully self-conscious of her 
body, nurses an eating disorder. Mattia’s scars run deeper; devastated by the loss 
of his mentally handicapped twin sister and racked with guilt over his secret role 
in her disappearance, Mattia turns his emotional suffering into physical pain, 
deliberately cutting and burning himself. The relationship between these two 

damaged young people is the center of The Solitude of Prime Numbers, Paolo 
Giordano’s brilliantly arresting debut novel. 

Giordano’s characters are provocative, even disturbing at times, and yet they 
have a fragility that evokes our sympathy. As Alice struggles to navigate the cruel 

§
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The Solitude of Prime Numbers
PAolo GioRdAno 



17

and arbitrary rules of high school, she reaches out and retreats inward in equal 
measure, and when she is rebuked by her classmates, she turns to Mattia as her 
only friend. But while Alice is rejected by the world, Mattia, in turn, rejects the 
world itself, severing himself from any visible emotional contact with anyone 
else. He escapes into numbers, replacing the chaos of life with the peaceful 
structures of mathematics—and yet, even there, he finds Alice. Together they 
pass through adolescence into adulthood, and their private world expands to 
include a constellation of characters who love, desire, despise, and ignore them. 
Clinging together and yet never able to connect fully, Mattia and Alice are forced 
to question whether it’s possible to unlock themselves from their painful pasts 
and overcome their deep loneliness by reaching out to each other. 

With artful precision, Giordano illustrates the bitter beauty of love and 
loss and how the two extremes are permanently intertwined. His novel is a 
brutally honest yet generous portrayal of two struggling souls. Mattia and 
Alice are neither good nor bad people, they are simply human, but they pay a 

deep price for the choices they make. Complex and compelling, The Solitude of 

Prime Numbers is an unsettling look at how the effects of a single moment can 
reverberate through a lifetime. 

Paolo Giordano is an Italian writer who won Italy’s premier literary 

award, the Premio Strega, for The Solitude of Prime Numbers, his debut novel. 
He is a professional physicist and is currently working on a doctorate in particle 
physics.  

§
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§

A Conversation with Paolo Giordano

1. The Solitude of Prime Numbers has been translated into a number of 

languages. How involved were you in the process of translation? How does the spirit 

of your work shift from language to language? 

Of course there are only a few languages for which my contribution could 
be significant—English, French, Spanish. I read as much as I could of the 
translation, only to check whether the taste of the prose, its musicality and 
rhythm were kept. For other languages, like Dutch or German or Chinese, I 
can’t even read what is written. In the cases I could “taste,” the translations were 
very good, though translation always slightly changed the overall feeling of the 
book—for instance, making it sound more literal or easier. I had to make very 
few changes. By the way, I usually trust translators a lot, as I often read foreign 
authors translated into Italian (even English-speaking ones, as I am quite lazy) 
and—at least in Italy—translations are excellent most of the time.

2. Your novel won the Strega Prize in Italy, an achievement for any author but 

especially for a first-time novelist. As the youngest author to win the award, how 

does it feel to be included with so many Italian literary giants? Are there any fellow 

winners whose work is meaningful to you, whether as a writer or as a reader? 

At first, I felt very scared by winning the Strega Prize. I said to myself: Well, what 
am I to do now? I achieved the highest possible result that my mind could fancy 
with my first novel, so I was sure that everything in the future might only be 

less than that. That’s why I chose to forget the prize somehow. It was a kind of 
removal mechanism, similar to what happens with traumas. Every time I think 
of the prize now, it looks like something that happened many years ago, maybe 
to another person. On the other hand, the prize gave me some self-confidence 
that I totally lacked and also, I hope, some credit with a lot of readers, which I 
will rely on in the future. Such big names have won the Strega Prize and many of 
those are important influences for me, some even from the time of high school. 
To name the most meaningful to me: Cesare Pavese, Alberto Moravia, Dino 
Buzzati, Primo Levi, Giuseppe Pontiggia, and Niccolò Ammaniti. I can relate an 
important part of my life as a reader to each of them. 
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3. Do you see the abuse that Mattia and Alice inflict on their bodies as an attempt 

to assert some measure of control over their lives or are their actions more a means 

of self-punishment? 

I always try not to psychoanalyze my characters too much. The things they do 
and the way they behave never follow a strict psychological analysis, as this 
would tear out of them some humanity and some truth, which are the two 
things I care about the most. Nonetheless, especially for Mattia, it is obvious to 
see his scars as a way of punishing himself. But it’s not only that. Both for him 
and for Alice, mortifying the body is a way to change the focus of the attention, 
from some pain that affects the mind to some pain that affects the flesh. It is a 
way for stopping painful, circular thoughts and to gain some control over things. 

After all, our body is one of the few things we can really name ours.

4. What were your considerations in choosing anorexia and self-mutilation as the 

characters’ methods of abuse? How do gender and class play into your choices? 

I have to admit I didn’t really choose anorexia and self-mutilation. If I was 
aware at that time that I was entering those kinds of “social diseases” I would 
have escaped from them immediately. They slowly emerged from the story, in 
particular from some small gestures that Alice and Mattia did (she hid food 
in the napkin, he put his hands in the soil and found a cutting piece of glass). 
I hadn’t thought of these gestures until they happened. Then, for the rest of 
the story, I tried to dodge them a little bit. That’s why, for instance, the word 
“anorexia” is never used. On the other hand, gender and class definitely play a 
role. Let’s consider anorexia, for example. In the 1990s, the time in which the 
adolescence of Alice takes place, anorexia was more specific of the upper class, 
the one she belongs to, and almost exclusively affected females. The situation’s 
already changed. Now we know that anorexia is becoming a transversal problem, 
both for class and for gender (the number of males who suffer from anorexia is 
increasing very fast, as I read in a recent newspaper article).

5. Some readers might claim to find your depiction of adolescence shocking while 

others might find it painfully familiar. In what ways do Alice and Mattia represent 

contemporary youth? Is there any of your own experience in either character? 

I think that any honest description of adolescence has somehow to deal with 
fear. I think, for instance, of some of my favorite movies about teenagers: 

Elephant and Paranoid Park by Gus Van Sant, Donnie Darko by Richard Kelly, 

and the recent Let the Right One In by Thomas Alfredson. Adolescence is 
shocking. It’s full of terror and ghosts and intoxicating joy. It’s always been like 
this, I guess. And in that respect, my novel doesn’t talk of a specific youth—not 
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mine or the contemporary. Only the elements, the context, and the scenography 
suggest the atmosphere of the mid-1990s, the time of Nirvana and Smashing 
Pumpkins, my high school years.

6. Pairs—or, more specifically, twins—appear a number of times within the novel: 

Mattia and Michela; Mattia and Alice; twin primes. What are twin primes and 

how does this apply to the two friends? What is the significance of the use of pairs in 

the novel?

Twin primes are couples of prime numbers, such as 11 and 13 or 17 and 
19; namely, two primes separated by a single even number. Primes are 
those numbers that are not divisible by any other number other than 1 and 
themselves. Mattia and Alice are exactly like that: they seem not to combine 
with any other person, isolation seems a fundamental aspect of their lives. That 
is due to painful events that took place during their childhoods, but it is also 
due to their own specific personalities. Mattia is a sort of genius, introverted 
and incomprehensible; Alice is arrogant but deeply insecure. As they meet, they 
recognize something similar one in the other. For the rest of the story, they 
desperately try to get closer and closer, but they never really succeed. There is 
always something in the way—that single even number between them. They are 
not the only pair in the book: Mattia has a twin, Michela, and he loses her when 
they are children. Alice constantly searches for someone to share her life with, 

but she ends up with the wrong choice. The search for our twin is, after all, the 
search of our lives, at least for many of us.

7. Mattia and Alice find comfort, to whatever degree they can, by connecting with 

each other while being disconnected from the world around them. What kind of 

relief does this connection provide? What would have become of them without each 

other? 

I think there are a few special relationships in life that are so strong and intense 

that they reject the rest of the world. In a way, they are based on the idea of 
rejecting the world. At least that’s what happened to me a few times. They can 
be friendships or love affairs, but in both cases, what is shared is so special that 
we think nobody outside can understand it. The friendship between Alice and 
Mattia is at the same time magical, weird, and strong. It is a source of relief 
because it protects them from the outside world that seems to hate them, but it is 
also the source of a new burning pain: the difficulty—almost the impossibility—
to really become a part of someone else. What I’ve noticed during my life is that 
such special relationships last for only the time the pain underneath them exists. 
As soon as things change or this pain fades out, they also vanish, incapable of 
finding a new definition within a more “normal” context.
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8. Sex serves many purposes in the novel—as initiation, as empty experience, as 

measure of isolation—yet rarely as pleasure. Why do Alice and Mattia resist a 

physical expression of their emotions? 

Sex is one of the situations where all things submerged in our subconscious 
come out, all fears, all desires, all the violence, and all the needs. That’s why sex, 
in my opinion, is never as easy as television shows or jokes present it to be. We 
are often told that taking pleasure, especially from sex, and surrendering to it are 
things that happen naturally, gestures that come for free. I find it harder, instead, 
to learn how to surrender than to learn how to resist. That’s exactly what my 
characters suffer from: the difficulty of covering the distance between desires 
and their fulfillments, the difficulty of doing “easy” things, such as kissing a girl 
or lying in bed with her, difficulties that are not only due to external causes, but 
also often to internal ones.

9. Why did you decide to structure the novel in stages rather than as a continuous 

whole? What do the gaps between the years tell us? 

I find that time gaps give a story a deeper breadth. Years and situations that are 
not told by the author give the reader a space where he/she can be free to make 
the story his/her own story. In my novel I also skipped some parts that could be 
seen as important, but I’m sure there are always sufficient elements for anyone 
to fill in the gaps with his own memories and emotions. And also a love story—
this is a love story—always needs to travel across the years, even across an entire 
lifetime.

10. What was the impulse behind the main metaphor of the novel? Have you 

always been fascinated by numbers? 

The metaphor came by chance. I’ve always been fascinated by prime numbers 
because they are a very easy thing to define—they require only arithmetic. Also, 
an eight-year-old boy knows what they are, but still the mystery associated 
with them is unsolved, though all mathematicians have somehow dealt with 
it since the time of Archimedes. Nobody can predict what will be the next 
prime number discovered. So it was natural to me that Mattia, who becomes a 
mathematician, was intrigued by prime numbers. That’s why I started building 
the metaphor. Then I learned about the existence of twin primes: it was exactly 
what I needed.

11. Your readers might not realize that you are a physicist as well as an author. 

Could you tell us a little more about that side of your life? 

After high school I found myself in a profound dilemma: I was mainly 
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fascinated by literary studies (philosophy above all), but I was aware that a 
scientific background would help me understand the nowaday-world better. 
Then I chose the scientific subject that to me looked more similar to philosophy 
and I joined the university of physics. I still think it was the right choice. During 
the years of university, I was totally embedded in physics and the further I went 
in learning the bigger my fascination became, especially for the microscopic 
world of elementary particles and of quantum physics. After graduation I started 
a Ph.D. program in particle physics, which I’m finishing now.

12. How do you meld your scientific and artistic work? What prompted you to write 

a novel?  

I wrote the novel during one of the busiest times of my life, as I was writing 
my thesis and then preparing for the admission exam to the Ph.D. program. 
But it’s always been my peculiarity to work better when I’m under pressure. 
I did physics during the day, often until 7 or 8 p.m. Then after dinner until 
late in the night I wrote the novel (only a couple of days a week, otherwise 
that would have been suicide). The reason I started writing was that, after five 
years of enthusiastic studies, I started to feel a bit bored with physics. I needed 
something different. When I was younger I wanted to be a rock star, but I found 
out I didn’t have the talent for that. I knew that writing was the only possibility 
left for doing something different, but I had to wait for that particular time to 
find the courage to start. Now that the book has had this huge success, things 
have turned the opposite way around: I write for most of the day and, when I 
have time, I go on with my research activity.

1. What pleasure or power do Mattia and Alice get from harming their bodies? 
Think about the moments in the novel when these acts occur. Do you think 
they are in response to something and, if so, what? 

2. There is a brief moment at Viola’s party where Alice and Mattia walk together 
and their respective scars seem to melt into one another and disappear. How? 
In what other ways are Mattia and Alice complementary?

§

questions for discussion
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3. Examine the relationship between Alice and Viola. Based on Alice’s feelings 
toward Viola and Viola’s treatment of Alice, what do you think about Alice’s 
actions when they meet later in life? 

4. What is it about adolescence that makes people so cruel? What was your own 
adolescence like? Did Mattia’s and Alice’s experience with their peers echo 
your own in any way?

5. Where are the parents in this novel? What presence or power do they assert? 
Why? 

6. Was Mattia’s action with his sister understandable? Was he aware of the 
possible consequences or not? Should children be held accountable when their 
actions have such severe consequences? 

7. One of Alice’s few pleasures in life is photography, an art that consists of 
capturing a moment and presenting it according to one’s own perspective. 
Why is this pursuit appropriate for Alice? 

8. Mattia believes that “feeling special is the worst kind of cage that a person can 
build.” What do you think he means by this?

9. Do you think Alice really sees Michela in the hospital or was she 
hallucinating? Why?

10. Examine the last paragraph of the novel. What is being said here? What 
happens to Alice? What happens to Mattia?


